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PREFACE 
In an anthology of American litera ture used in a Texas 
high school is this excerpt from Henry David Thoreau's 
"Walden": 
"In proportion as he simplifies his life, the 
laws of the universe will a ppear less complex, 
and solitude will not be solitude, nor poverty 
poverty, nor weakness weakness. If you have 
bui lt castles in the air, your work need not 
be lost; that is where they should be. Now 
' ·put foundations under them. 11 
To me that philosophy represented the high point in the 
year's study. As I taught it to those high school students, 
however, I never felt they quite grasped it or even realiz-
ed the linport of its truth. Perhaps at their age one is not 
necessarily concerned wit~ simpl ifying life and finding a 
personal way to happiness. 
Be that as it may, when I came to New England, the first 
place I wanted to see was Walden Pond. It was not bard to 
reconcile the present Pond with the mental picture I had 
formed from the reading of "Walden". The water is clear and 
crystalline just as it wa s when Thoreau lived on its banks; 
the Fitchburg Railroad, which was being built in Thoreau's 
day, still runs by the side of the Pond. Only one other 
time i n my life have I felt so strongly an aura of peace 
about a place. That was when I stood on the shores of the 
., 
iii 
Sea of Galilee. Both places • Walden Pond and the Sea of 
Galilee - are the embodiment of peace and serenity; they 
are far removed, indeed, from the smoke and stir and con-
fusion which man makes. For Thoreau the waters of Walden 
were mingled with the sacred wa ters of the Ganges. For me 
Walden's wate r s will be forever mingled with those of 
Galilee. 
Certainly it is not Walden Pond alone to which I res-
pond. Only i n so far as it embodies the remembrance of 
Thoreau and the philosophy which he formulate~ _ and realized, 
in part, at least, as he lived by these waters ,,does it take 
its place among the great meccas of the world. This thesis 
is the -. result of a desire to interpret this philosophy 
because I believe its truths are fundamental and eternal. 
CHAPTER ONE 
I MP ORTANCE OF OR I ENTALISM I N THOREAU' S PHILOS OP ~:iY 
CHAPTER ON E 
I MPORTANCE OF ORI ENTALISM IN THOREAU' S PHILOSOPh'Y 
It would be impossible to extract from Thoreau's thinking 
and writing the Orie ntal i nfluence and still have a complete 
interpreta tion of his philosophy. Repeatedly he confesses 
his indebedness to the philosophers of the East. I n 1837, 
when Thoreau was twenty and a graduate of Harvard, he met 
Emerson. So far as can be determi ned, it was the latter who 
introduced him to the readings of the Orient, chiefly the 
1 
11 Bhagavad-Gita11 , the 11Veda 11 , and the "Laws of Menu". His 
love for · these Oriental books is perhaps the most fundamental-
certainly the earliest~ definite ·inf:luence on his philosophy. 
The influence is fundamental, not in t he sens e that it was 
the underlying gr·oundvvork of his thinking: for Thoreau was 
imitator and copyist of no man or no school of thought. His 
fe et were too firmly planted on Yankee ground to allow trans-
planting on any foreign soil. But this Orientalism was fun-
' damental in that t h e teachings of the 11 Bhagavad-Gita", the 
11 Veda", a nd the like manifested a spirit akin to his; he 
found in their scriptures reiterations of his own instinctive 
1. Since there is no evidence of his having r ead Oriental 
books at Harvard and since no references are made to 
Ea stern philosophers in his Harvard essays and papers, 
scholars have assumed that he did not begin reading the 
Hindu sacred works until after 1837. 
2. 
beliefs. We lmow from his letters a nd Journals, from the 
Hindu excerpts in the issues of nThe Dial" which he helped 
eElit, that he pondere d much en the teachings of the Yoga. It 
is true, as, iddeed, Thoreau once admitted of himself, that 
he, like some other preachers, added his texts which weee de-
rived from the Chinese and Hindu scriptures long after his 
' 2 
discourses were written. Elsewhere in speaking of the "Rig 
Veda 11 he says, 
11 I do not the least care where I get my ideas or what 
suggests them." 3 
Still more pertinent to this question of inf-luence is this 
statement found in a letter: 
"Depend upon it that, rude and careless as I am, I 
would fain practice the yoga fa ithfully~ ----To some ex tent, 
and at rare intervals, even I am a yogi. 11 4 
Mr. Van Doren's conclusion on Thoreau's Oriental inter-
est is that Thoreau took figures and sentences, but not ideas, 
5 
from the philosophers of the East. Another critic, 1~. Ives, 
aptly observes tha t Thoreau seems more interested in, than 
6 
influenced by, Oriental philosophy. Perhaps Emerson 's state-
2. "The Writing s of Henry David Thoreaun. Boston and New 
York, Houghton Mifflin and Co. (Wa lden Edition) 1906 
Vol. 11, 192. Hereafter references to this will be 
"The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) 
3~ "The Writings" ( Wal~ Ed~) Journal, Vol. Vlll, 134,135 
4~ "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Vol. Vl, 175 
5. Van Doren, Mark, "Henry David Thoreau. A Critical 
Study". ·Boston and New York, Houghton Mifflin and 
Company. 1916; 95 - - -
6. Ives, Charles, "Essays -Before a Sonata". The Kfticker-
bocker Press, New York. 1920. 5-8 
ment that all philosophy, of East and West, ha s the same 
centripedence is a key to this discussion. Certainly, a 
vital point in the question of Thoreau's Oriental interest 
is recognition of the fact that he selected from the 11 Gita11 
and the others only those portions which would corrobora te 
3. 
his instinctive beliefs and ignored the rest. In other words, 
he did not in any sense formulate his philosophy of living 
from Hindu teachings. The facts of his extreme individualis-
tic behavior on all occasions would substantiate this theory. 
The fact, also, that various others of his contempor aries 
· were influenced by Oriental teachings, but interpreted them 
in a totally different manner and used them to entirely diff-
erent ends is in support of this belief. For example, Emer-
son's Orientalism is r eflected in his eclectic theology. His 
Oriental readings vvere translated i nto his doctrines of the 
Over-Soul. Bronson Alcott 's Orientalism eventually expanded 
into an enthusiasm for world scriptures. Schopenhauer read 
Hindu phi losophies but the sour pessimism he absorbed is 
wholly absent in Thoreau. Thoreau translated Oriental scrip-
tures to fit his own Yankee beliefs. Out of the 11 Veda" and 
"The Me :::-.1.U11 he did not formulate any broad doctrines as did 
Emerson. No, what he meant to do with his life from the first 
7 
was to tend t~ \!, s,:ome .,pt'ivate business" , to immerse himself 
completely i n na ture, and to confront the essential meaning 
7. 11 The Writfungs of Henry David Thoreau11 • Boston and New 
York, Houghton Mifflin and Company. (Riverside Edition) 
1894 (1893) Vol. 11, 33. Hereafter references to this 
will be "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) 
of J_ife. The 11 Bhagavad-Gita 11 , the "Veda 11 , 11 The Menu", and 
the writings of the Chinese philosophers helped him accom-
plish these goals. 
To understand why Thoreau would respond spiritually to 
the "Gita" it is necessary to exami ne that work. It is the 
4. 
real bible of the Brahmans, consisting of eighteen .books which 
contain a conglomeration of different and, in part, contra-
dictory aspects of Hindu philosophy. It contains the Teach-
ings of the Exalted One which constitute the Brahmanian 
Scriptures. Arjura is the main char~cter. He is sort of an 
Oriental Hamlet, thrust by fate into the necessity of action 
8 
and made suddenly aware of the pity of life. It is a book 
in which two philosophies - that of Sankhya and Yoga - meet 
and are thereby contrasted. The Sankhya, the way of works, 
says a man should do his duty in the world above all else, 
should do good deeds, fight, and even lay down his life for 
his c<;mntry; his . reward would be - always - in his accomplish-
ments. The Yoga, on the other hand, presented the road of con-
templation and mediation wherein man may enter when he feels 
9 
called to and thus gain wisdom. Ryder explains that its prime 
appeal is to the reflective mind, depressed and perplexed by 
the spectacle of life. Such a mind, he says, being perplex-
ed by the i mperfections of institutions inevitab~ raises 
8. This interpretati on is given by Paul Elmer More in 
his essay on " The Bhagavad-Gita" in "Shelbunne Essaysu. 
The Kriickerboclcer Press. Nevv Yo~k, 1909. Vol. Vl , 43-64 
9. Ryder, Arthur w. "The Bhagavad-Gita". University of 
Chicago Press, 1929. pp. XVl,XVll 
5. 
the question: why do one's duty in such a world as the present? 
How is it possible to see any prof it or joy in duty alone? 
"Partial answer s are found in Homer, Ecclesiastes, the 
New Testament - the full answer satisfying both inte llect 
and spirit, is given i n the Song of the Blessed One." 10 
Christy ass erts that the great influence of the " Gita" lies 
in its eclecticism. 
11 By r ecognizing the irreducible diversities in h1!.unan 
na ture, and accommodating itself to idealists a nd material-
ists, men of contemplation and men of action alike, the book 
appealed to many minds. _.;;,_The 11 Bhagavad-Gita 11 even approved 
of the hobbies of Emerson, Thoreau, a nd Alcott ----from 
trances to vegetarianism." 11 
The 11 Gi t an tes.ches that to each man there is a special 
duty to be performed. 
11 There is but 
duty that lies clear 
in which we are ·set. 
the work itself." 12 
one course for us and that is to do the 
before us, to obey the sta tion of life 
Ours is not the fruit of the work but 
Filtered through Thoreau we get this idea expressed in a 
manner peculiarily his own: 
11 If a man does not keep pace with his companions, per-
haps it is because he hears a different ~rummer. let him 
step to the music which he he ars, however measured and far 
away. 11 13 
Thoreau's idea in 11 Civil Disobedience" has its sanction 
in the 11 Gita 11 , which teaches that strife against laws is jus-
tified "vYhen moral integrity demands it. Thoreau puts it, 
10~ Ibid. pp. XVl, XVll 
11. Christy, Arthur. "The Orient i n American Transce n-
dentalismn. Columbia University Press, New York. 1932 
pp. 28,29 ' 
12. More, op.cit. p. 57 · 
13. 11 The Writings " (Riv. · Ed.) Vol. 11, 502 
"The only obligation which I have a right to assume is 
to do at any time what I think is right." 14 
The 11 Gita 11 teaches, "Be not impelled by the reward of 
works, neither be attached to do no work11 • Of all mortals, 
perhaps , Thoreau wa s impelled th e least by the reward of 
works. He could not understand wh y men were slaves to in-
stitutions when they could more easily f ollow their i nner 
longing s. Neither was he indolent nor l a zy as the superfi-
cial reader of the f acts of his life might think. He was 
6. 
convince d both by faith and exper ience that to maintain your-
se l f on this earth need not be a h a rdship but a pas time if 
a man but live wise l y and slinply. 
"It t s not necessary that a man should earn h is living 
by t h e sweat of his brow, unless he sweats easier than I 
do. 11 15 
Thoreau makes it clear that while at Walden he wanted to 
arrange h is life so that he would have as little physical 
labor as possible in order to give himself more time for con-
t emplation . In "Walden" he says t hat he 
In 
n sa t in the .doorway from sunrise till noon, rapt 
in revery - - --, i n undisturbed solitude and sti!hlness 
• I grew in the seasons like corn in the night , and t hey 
were f a r better than the work of the hands would have been . 
They were not time substracted from my lif e, but so much 
over and above my usual allowance . I rea lized what the 
Orientals mean by contemplation and the forsaking of 
works. 16 
liv:lng this way for a time , Thoreau was not being entirely 
idle. No one believed stronger than he t hat a man shouihd get 
14~ nThe Writings" (Riv . Ed~) Vol . X, 134 
15. Ibid . Vol. 11, 112 , 113 
16. "The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 11, 123,124 
the most out of lif e. "As if you could kill time without 
17 
injuring eternity," he says. 
In his love of solitude and silence Thoreau is akin to 
7. 
the Yogi. Both thr ived best on solitude. It was the nature 
of both to be taciturn rather than garrulous. 
Within the following quotation is the essence of the 
teachings of the 11 Gita": 
11 'committing all works unto me, with heart fixed on 
the Eternal Self 
Vl ithout expectation, saying not 'This is mine', 
Without grief, so gird t hyself for the battle. 
'Verily those men that follow ever this saying, 
That have faith and murmur not, they are 
set free from their works'." 18 
In the a~ve are the inevitable truths which coincided with 
Thoreau's thinking; his heart was ever fixed on the Eternal 
Self; he spent a lifetin1e girding himself for the be~ ttle that 
he might fight better. He had the faith to follow what he 
knew was right and thus belongs among the philosophers who 
lived what they believed. 
In the Journals and writings Thoreau is constantly giv-
ing tribute to 11 The Laws of Menu11 • Once he calls it a 
. 19 
11 manual of private devotion~:'. Anotlmr time he says, 
11 The sublime sentences of Menu carry us back to a 
time when purification and sacrifice and self-devotion 
had a place in the faith of men and were not as now 
i7:"The Writings 11 (Riv~ Ed~) Vol. 11, 15 
18~ Quoted in More, op.cit., p. 63 
19. "The Writings11 (Wa l. Ed.) Journal Vol. 1, 279 
I 
20 
a superstitution." 
8. 
In the Journal he is speaking of "The I.avvs of Ivienu" and "The 
Gloss of Culluca": 
"They are the laws of you and me , a fragrance wafted 
down from those old times, and no more to be refuted than 
the wind -----I remember .the book as an hour before sun-
ri·se." 21 
These scriptures seemed to Thoreau to have been uttered from 
some lofty eastern sunrrtlt; he could not read then without 
being elevated. The Hindu religious books represented to 
him an inquisitive and contemplative access to God. 
Menu is a character considered by the Hindus as the first 
of created beings. He is the son or grands on of Brahma. 11 The 
Menutt , the "Veda'', "Puranas", and 11 Vijasa 11 are works of su-
preme authority to the Hindu. 11 The laws of Menutt are believed 
by them to have been promulgated in the beginning of time by 
Menu . With the Hindu, virtue is an excellent exercise, not 
a social and practical one. If we examine excerpts from "The 
Menu" we can see a spirit kindred to Thoreau. 
11 Let every Brahman vvi th fixed attention consider all 
nature, both visible and invisible, as existing in the 
divine spirit." 22 
The above is Thoreau's concep tion of the Oneness of God and 
nature. In fact, Mr. Christy asserts that Thoreau's mysti-
0 ~). 1 love of nature can be attributed safely to the writings 
'· 2o·:·.,.11 '1'he ·writihgs:t!: ·. twal'• . Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 280 
21~ Ibid. p. 261 'J: 
22. Excerpt from "The Law 
Jan. 1843. Vol. 111, 
.J.' 
of Menu" quoted in ttThe Dial 11 , 
pp. 338,339 
I 
! 
9. 
23 
of the Hindus and the Chinese. He believes also tha t the 
passage in 11 Walden 11 in which Thoreau su11.s up t he result of 
his experiment is essential Vedantic teaching from a Yankee 
24 
Yogi. 
Thoreau wa s not absorbed in Hindu teaching to the ex-
elusion of reading the Bible, though he confesses that the 
Regrew religion wants "the civility and intellectual re-
. 25 
finements and subtlety of the Hindoos 11 • He even says he 
does not prefer one relig ion or philosophy to another; of 
all t h ings he would be delivered of is bigotry. 
On the manuscript title page of "Walden" Thoreau put 
a qu9tation from Saadi which, for some unknown rea son , dis-
appeared from all printed editions: 
''The clouds, wind, moon, sun, and sky act in coopera-
tion, that thou mayst get thy daily bread, and not eat 
it with indiff erence; all revolve for thy sake, and are 
obedient to command. ; it must be an equitable condition 
tha t thou shalt be obedient also." 
Thoreau's coldness to friendship is clearly an affinity 
with t h e Hindu doctrine of cold benevolence and separation 
in friendship. Th oreau, the Hindu, wa s speaking these words, 
"You cannot hav e a deep sympathy with both man and 
nature. 'f.hose qualities which bring you near to the one 
estr•ange you from the other." 26 
One difference betwe en the Hindu and Thoreau's philo-
23~ Christy; op.cit., p. 199 
24~ Ibid. p. 206 
25~ "Th e Writings" OVal~ Ed~) Journal, Vol~ 11, 4 
26. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 111, 400 
10. 
sophy is that the Hindu is cold to any and all philanthrophy; 
Thoreau was not. An illustration of this is g iven in the 
story told of a woman who was accused by the pious Hindu of 
doing too many de eds and service in society and neglecting 
contemplation on divine things. But the woman answered that 
in her activities she often was doing good for her fellow 
man. "What if rrry brother wa s run over by a car; should I 
go help him or sit and contemplate on tthe divine?" The Hindu 
answered that it is the office of lower i ndividuals to help 
those in trouble; the truest and highest philosopher had 
only to sit and contemplate. In other words the Hindu would 
not do the (}ood Samaritan act. Thoreau, however, was con-
stantly helping someone in trouble. Conway tells of Thoreau's 
27 
befriending and caring for a fugitive slave. One of the 
first i nstances of a citizen of Concord having courage enough 
to speak pub l icly against t h e indecencies of slavery is 
Thoreau's appeal for the life of Captain John Brown. The fact 
seems to be that Thoreau was not impervious or indifferent 
to anything t hat came within his range - whether it was 
slaver y, taxes, New Eng l and i ndustralism, or Oriental readings. 
Thoreau's philosophy wa s tinted by such Oriental teach-
ings as these from "The Menu11 : 
" He whose firm understanding obtains a command over his 
words, a command over his thoughts, and a command over his 
27. Conway, Moncure Daniel. "Autobiography". Hough ton 
Mifflin and Company. Riverside Press, Cambridge, 
Mass. 1904. Vol. 1, 140,141 · 
11. 
whole body, may justly be called a tribandi, or triple 
commander." 
11 He who preserves in good actions, in subduing his 
passions, in bestowing largeness, in gentleness of 
manners, who bears hardships patiently, who associates 
not with the malignant, who gives pain to no sentient 
being, obtains final beatitudes." 28 
The above may well be Thoreau's manifesto of life. 
As early as 1841, Thoreau records this in the Journal: 
"One may discover the root of a Hindu religion in his 
own private history, when, in the silent intervals of the 
day or the night, he does sometimes i~flict on himself 
like austerities with a stern satisfaction." 29 
Perhaps when he went to Walden, four years after writing this, 
Thoreau had in mind something of the Hindu idea of inflicting 
on himself stern austerities and denying himself the comforts 
· 3o 
of life. Of course the extreme austerities - ascetic self-
torture, bed of nail~,et cetera - had no attraction for Thor~ 
eau. But his austerities, like the pious Yogi, were of a 
contempla tive nature - that of transcending daily routine, 
gazing in the sun, finding peace in forsaking of works. Are 
not these the very things which mainly occupied him at Walden? 
Was it not 11 private business" he went to attend to there? 
28. Jones, "Institute of Hindu La.w" • . l794. pp. 119,120 
Quoted in Arthur Christy, op.cit., p. 217 
29. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 279 
30. Sanborn says he went to Tiifalden to prepare a book from 
his Journals. E. W. Emerson says, "I think he went 
down to Walden to pry into the· arts of nature and get 
someth i ng that wasn't open to the public. ---Be sure 
his life at \Valden was an · experiment in keeping means 
and ends in their proper positions. He was not one who 
lived to eat." There are other reasons if we are to 
belieVE:; what Thoreau himself tells US in "Walden" in 
the chapter, 11 VIJhere I Lived and What I Lived For11 • 
12. 
Christy concludes, 
11 Walden can at least be definitely viewed as the log-
ical consequence of his idealism and the Reality he worshipp-
ed. It was an ascetic gesture arising from his own peculiar, 
Orient-tinged naturalism." 31 
It has been poirited out that the 11 Gita 11 presents two 
contrasting philosophies: the one consists of doing one's 
duty to the world above all else, the reward being in one's 
accomplishments; the other is a philosophy of contemplation 
and meditation through which one arrives at wisdom. It is 
needless to say which road Thoreau considered the higher and 
the nobler. Likewise is it highly important that one must 
not think of Thoreau as consciously advocating some Oriental 
mysticism. Above and beyond all this Oriental influence he 
was chiefly concerned with knowing himself and living a 
meaningful life. 
If the 11 Bhagavad-Gita 11 and the 11 Laws of Menu1' had great 
influence on Thoreau, the contribution of China was not small. 
In the fli~st place, both Confucius and Thoreau regarded nature 
as highly important in their system of philosophy. In govern-
ment Plato's ideal of philosopher-king came psrhaps as close 
to being realized in China as human society will ever permit. 
This idea lism appealed to Thoreau. Confucius assumed··' t hat 
Tao was an ineffable unity b.ehind the universe. Ha ther than 
metaphysical doctrines Confucius taught the necessity of every 
man doing his proper dutr . in life. Translated into Thoreau's 
31. Christy, op.cit., p. 233 
13. 
philosophy, this idea finds expression in "Walden" as, "Let 
him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far 
' 32 
away'.~~ Thoreau found in Confucius an ally for his insist-
ence on individual freedom. Both believed the individual to 
be the basis of the empire. 
Confucius taught that the tendency in man's nature was 
to good. Thoreau's attitude was that in no respect can a man 
be wholly bad. Mr. Christy believes that it ·was this Con-
fucian recognition of the moral nature of man as set against 
the Calvinistic insistence of total depravity that was one 
of the first things to draw Eme rson 1 s,and through him, Thoreau's 
33 
attention to this Chinese philosophy. 
It is interesting to look in the issue of "The Dial" for 
April, 1843, because in it are some sayings of Confucius which 
Thoreau chose. This one is highly significant: 
34 
11 To worship at a temple not your own is mere flattery." 
This, too, strikes a respondent chord in Thoreau's philospphy: 
11 Chee says, if in the mOl"ning I hear about the right 
way, and in the evening die, I can be happy. 11 35 
Though there are numerous similarities between Thoreau's 
philosophy and Confucianism, his temperament was not essential-
ly Confucian. For Confucius believed in conformity to custom; 
32~ Ante, p~ 5 
33~ Christy, op.cit., p. 31 ' 
34~ nThe ·nial 11 • Vol. 111, p. 494 
35. Ibid. p. 494 
14. 
he would never have gone. to Walden. Yet a no more significant 
example of the spirit of Thoreau's philosophy could be pointed 
out than in this anecdote from Confucius found in a bundle of 
Thoreau's unpublished manuscripts in the Harvard Library. It 
symbolically states Thoreau's philosophy of life. A group 
of young Reformers were gathered together talking to the 
Philosopher. Each has said how he would like to conquer and 
subdue a kingdom. At last the Philosopher asked Tian, who 
h a d not yet spoken, what he would do. Tian said nothing at 
first except that his opinions differed from those of his 
fellow disciples. When the philosopher urged him to speak 
his thought, he said, 
"Spring being no more, my robe of spring laid aside, 
but covered with the bonnet of manhood, accompanied by 
five or six men, six or seven young people, I should love 
to go and bathe in the waters of the Y-----, to go and 
take the fresh air in those woody places where they of f er 
sacrifices to heaven to obtain rain, to modulate some 
airs, and then return to my abode.'' 
Here is Thoreau's comment written in: 
11 The narrator proceeds to tell 
ed; but tha t is obvious enough. 
we listen to the conversation of 
are of Tian's mind." 
why the Philosopher s mil-
For t h e most part, when 
the Reformers, we, too, 
In a study of the Oriental influence on Thoreau belongs 
a discussion of the "horse and hound" passage from "Walden". 
The passage has occupied each of Thoreau's biographers and 
critics since the time of Emerson. 
"I long ago lost a hound, a bay hors e , and a turtle-
dove, and am still on their trail. Many are the travellers 
15. 
I have spoken concerning them, describing their tracks and 
wha t calls they answered to. I have met one or two who had 
heard the hound, and the tramp of the horse, and even seen 
the dove disappear behind a cloud, and they seemed as an- 36 
xious to recover them as if they had lost them themselves. 11 
R.W. Emerson dismissed the passa ge by saying it signified 
Thoreau's disappointments. E.W. Emerson elaborates on it and 
points out a passage in the Journals which expresses the same 
longing and memory as the pass age in 11 Walden11 • 
"We linger in manhood to tell the dreams of childhood, 
and they are ·half forgotten ere we acquire the faculty of 
expressing them. 11 37 
A sympathetic, but less discerning critic, has read this 
into the passage: 
11
----for what is the hound but the divine scent that 
finds the trail; what the bay horse but sagacity and 
strength to carry us i n pursuit; what t he turtle dove but 
innocence to secure us the divine protection? ---This fine 
effluence is that 'invisible spiritual result' for which 
Thoreau hungered and thirsted, and ceaselessly sought, 
though he bad lost hound, horse, and turtle dove. 11 38 
Burroughs's interpretation is less fanciful: 
"This search of his for the transcendental, the un-
findable, the wild tha t will not be caught, he has set 
forth in a beautiful parable." 39 
Shepard's attitude toward the pass age is that there was 
nothing unusual in Thoreau's experienc~ recorded there. He 
36~ 
37. 
38. 
39. 
"The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. 11, 29 
Emerson, Edward Waldo. "Thoreau as Remembered by a 
Young Friend". Houghton Mifflin and Company, River-
side Press; Cambridge, Mass. 1917. p. 123, note 1 
Jones; S.A. ''Thoreau~ A Glimpse". In "Unitarian", 
March, 1890. pp~ 125,126 
Burroughs, John. "The Writings of John Burroughs". · 
Houghton Mifflin and Company. 1902-1904. Vol. Xll,p.222 
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was only clearly realizing tha t some of his idea ls we r e chang-
ing, perha ps some g one. Most of Thoreau's friends seemed not 
to remember they had marched to any other music than the pre-
sent, says Shepard. Furthermor e, Shepard p oints out that 
in these other words of Thoreau's we get a glimpse i nto his 
heart, if not a clew to the "hound" passage: 
"In youth before I lost some of my senses, I can re-
member that I wa s all alive, and inhabited my body with 
inexpressible satisfaction. This earth was t h e most 
glorious musical instrument, and I was aud ience to its 
strain. For years I mar ched to music in comparison with 
which the military music in the streets is noise and dis-
cord. I was daily intoxicated, and yet no man could call 
me intempera te. With all your science, can you tell us 40 
how it is and whence it is that light comes .d nto the soul?n 
Some c r itics have claimed the passage is a direct re-
miniscence of Novalis and German Romanticism. Anoth er has 
41 
traced the symbolism back to one of Voltaire's novels, nz adig". 
Van Doren believes the passage ha d a Confucia n model. In the 
January, 1844, issue of "The Dial" is this passage from Con-
fucius which Thoreau certainly read and may have helped select 
for publication: 
"Benevolence is man's heart, and justice is man's path. 
If a man loses his fowls or his dogs, he knows how to seek 
them. There are thos e who lose their hearts and know not 
40. Shepard, Odell. Introduction to "A Week on the Concord 
and Merrimack Rivers". Charles Scribner's Sons, New 
York. 1921, p. XXV 
41. This thesis appeared in the Sept. 1937 issue of "Pub-
. lications of Modern Language Association". "The Hound, 
t he Bay Horse, and the Turtle -Dove: ·A Study ' of Thoreau 
and Voltaire" by Edith Pea ~rs. Vol. 52, pp. 863~869 
how to seek them. The -·duty of the student is no other 
than to seek his lost heart." 42 
17~ 
With the above as a starting point one is very near an expla-
nation of the cryptic passage. It is not unusual that he 
phrased this thought in Confucian language. But most critics, 
in explaining the passage, have tried to make it fit their 
own particular thesis, often wandering from the knovrn facts. 
Channing i n the marginalia to his copy of 11 Walden" gives a 
leading clue to an explanation. Uncle Edward watson once 
asked Henry David what he mea nt by saying he had lost a horse, 
43 
a houn.q.,and a dove. He replied, nHave not you?" In this 
simp l e question Thoreau explains his parable .as much as it 
dan ever be explained without fabrication. Perhaps he was 
referring to the Reality he felt he had lost in his youth. 
His life is a record of his searching for this Reality. Fur-
thermore, in one of Thoreau's letters, written three years 
after the passage appeared in 11 Walden", he says this, 
11 If others have their loss e s which they are busy re-
pairing, so have I mine, and their hound and h orse may 
be the symbols of some of them.n 44 
We cannot know whether he had i n mind something biographical 
or philosophical in the "Walden" passage. Vfuatever he was 
referring to, we know from his comment to Ed Watson that his 
experience was not peculiar to himBelf. 
42~ 
43. 
44. 
"The Dialn. Vol. lV, 
Canby, Henry Seidel~ 
Mi~flin - and Company, 
1939. p. 294 
11 The Writings 11 (Riv. 
p. 206 
11 Thoreau''. Boston, Houghton 
Riverside Press, Cambridge, Mass. 
Ed.) Familiar JE.etters. p. 353 
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A final example of Thoreau's Oriental temper can be point-
ed out in the use Ghandi has made of the teachings in "Life 
Without Principle" a nd "Civil Disobedience". In a letter from 
Ghandi to Mr. Henry Salt, 1boreau' s Eng l:tsh biographer, the 
former tells that he was first introduced to Thoreau's essays 
on personal freedom in 1907 and had them translated soon after 
45 
into Hindu. He acknowledges his indebtedness to Thoreau 
for the idea of passive resistance and arunits his use of the 
"Civil Disobediencen principles to help shake the British 
Empire. 
F~~ thermore, in 1895, a young man named Robert Blatchford 
wrote a book called "Merrie Englandn, which shortly after 
helped stir up the British Labor Revolt. The book advocates 
personal freedom in much the same way Thoreau does in "Civil 
Disobedience 11 and in "Walden 11 • Blatchford acknowledges his 
debt to Thoreau as well as to Vt'hitman, and he and these young 
rebels car ried about with t hem copies of "Walden11 and 11 Leaves 
46 
of GPass". 
After examining how closely Thoreau's philosophy was link-
ed to that of the East, it is not unusual that nearly fifty 
years after his death this Oriental philosopher by the name 
of Ghandi would grasp so quickly his principles and beliefs. 
45~ Christy, op.cit., p. 266 
46. Tomlinson, H. M. "Two Americans arid a Vi':hale". In 
11 Harper's 11 • April, 1926. Vol. 152. p. 620. Tomlin-
son was associated with the movement in England 
early in the century. 
19. 
The problems of Ghandi and his followers were different fr om 
those of Thoreau, but they could lea rn from him that a man 
must reform his ends and reconstruct his means ·· according to 
his own probity if he is to possess individua l freedom. 
Neither Ghandi nor these British Laborites wished to go live 
at a Wa lden Pond, but they saw that t h e idea of the book was 
not in Nature alone but in life for the sake of living. 
Thoreau is a self-confessed mystic, yes; but in any final 
analysis he is of the Occident, not of the Orient. He is not 
a Hindu; he as a Yankee, taking his cue always from the New 
England . in . whichh~ lived. He was not simply an arrant wor-
shiper of the past. His was a romantic spirit s eeking for 
new inspiration in the old. Such an emotional egotist as 
Thoreau could sacrifice none of himself by bending the knee 
to any saint of a religiou~ cult. He was always to worship 
at an altar wholly his own. No Eastern philosophies ever 
prevailed upon him . to contemplate the navel. He was never 
content to believe; he must live. Neither did any Oriental 
influence on him resolve itself into renunciation of all 
worldly things - only a renunciation of whatever dirl not pri-
marily concern him. Thoreau would never be guilty of sitting 
in rags and ashes as would the proverbial Hindu. He wanted 
everything from life; he wanted to 11 suck out the marrow" of 
it so that when he came to die he would not discover he had 
not lived. 
CHAPTER TWO 
THOREAU AS A TRANSCENDENTALIST 
CHAP'l'ER TWO 
THOR EAU AS A TRANSCENDENTALIST 
"I am a poet, mystic, and Transcendentalist. 11 
A thorough study of the extent to which Thoreau's phil-
osophy was influenced by German Romanticism and Transcendenta-
lism of the early ninete enth century has never been made. 
It is evident, however, tha t the Ame rican Transcendentalists 
of the 1820's and 30's were giving expression to the self-sa me 
spirit which had animated their German cousins some decades 
before. The relation of the two schools is a manifestation 
of the migration of thought from one land to the other, with 
the necessary differences c aus ed by surroundings, conditions, 
and persona lities. Indeed, Thoreau made no conscious trans -
lation of Ge rman Romanticism into his own philosophy, t h ough 
numerous similarities may be noted. In order to compare this 
Concord Transcendent a list with his German and English fore-
runners it will be necessary to examine here briefly the 
cardinal doctrine s of the significant exponents of German a nd 
English Romant icists. 
Transcendenta lism, properly so called , was imported to 
New England chiefly through German influences. Even though 
few New En g l a nders of 1840 read German, most of t hem read 
French, into which, as e a rly as 1804, the outstanding Ge rman 
philosophers h a d been translated. Indirec t ly transcendenta-
:,_,· ,. 
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lism came into New England through Coleridge and Carlyle. 
To say that Romanticism was a return to the Middle Ages, 
to the Greeks, or to the Cla ssics is inaccurate. In its true 
essence Romanticism is not a return to the spirit of any 
particular period but . a return to the eve r-living, eternal 
spirit itself. 
said, 
· "It is man's return to himself, to one of the well-
springs of his life, to the receptive, non-critical, 
emotional side of his nature. 11 1 
Transcendental philosophy stems from Immanuel Kant who 
11 I term all cognition transcendenta]L which concerns 
itself not so much with objects, as with our mode of 
cognition of objects so far as this may be possible a 
priori. A system of such conceptions would be called 
Transcendental Philosophy. 2 
In Kant's terminology "transcendent 11 designated the fun-
damental conceptions, the universal and necessary judgments, 
the qualities that lie outside of all experience and cannot 
be reached either by observation or reflection. Thus a 
transcendental philosophy is one built on these necessary 
and universal principles, these primary laws of the mind, 
which are the ground of absolute truth. The watchword of 
the German Romantic movement was liberty. The school was 
1. Wernaer, Robert M. "Romanticism and the Romantic 
School in Germany". New York and London. D. Appleton 
and Company, 1910. p. 12 
2. Quoted in Octavius Brooks Frothingham, "Transcenden-
talism in New England 11 • New York, G.P. P~tm.a:ns and 
Sons. 1876. p. 13 
• 
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formed with nrch11 , the romantic I, as its cult; its prophets 
were the Schlegels, Navalis, Fichte, Jacobi, Schleiermacher, 
and other s. 
The doctrinaire of German Romanticism is Friedrich 
Schlegel. It was his mission to define the aims of the school, 
to point out its main roads of success. He formulated its 
component parts, some of which were: human individuality; its 
fre e dom; its development from the Greeks to modern times; its 
progressive culti,ration through powers inherent in its nature; 
its relation to its divine source; its st r iving to reach that 
source. One phase of Schlegel's philosophy could be summed 
up in this sentence: "Imag ine a finite thing which extends 
3 
into the ii1finite a n d you have man". Thus he sta tes his 
great truth of the expansion of self. For him, man stands 
with one foot securely planted on the earth a nd the other 
on the stairway that extends into the realm of the spirit. 
Navalis is the prophet and clairvoyant of the German 
Romantic School. His name will ever be associated with the 
mystic side of man's spiritual nature. He lived always in the 
world of the spirit. He differed from a mystic in the or-
dinary sense of the word because the common mystic believes 
hiw..self i mprisoned by the world .of senses, seeking behind it 
a profound mystery which will in time reveal to him his true 
spiritual being. But to Navalis this sacred realm beyond 
3. Wernaer, op.cit., p. 321 
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was not a mystery but his original home, clearly perceived 
by him, from which he looked out upon the world of the senses. 
What Novalis found within the esoteric realms of his inner 
spiritual l~fe shaped itself in his mind in the form of an 
iw..aginative, symbolic picture, the picture of the "Veiled 
Maiden". Nava lis's whole mystic philosophy is compressed, in 
one form or another, in this maiden. The search for this 
maiden formed as difficult a task as that of Parsifal's finding 
the Holy Grail. "For this maiden was invisible; it was the 
spiritual nature in man, which he had lost when he was driven 
. 4 
from Paradise." To point out to man the way back to Paradise, 
to his lost Kingdom, was Novalis's poetic mission. 
Nova lis's expansion was purely emotional. F.or him the 
heart was the key to the world. The outer world lost its sig-
nifican ce entirely and became a world of spiritual things seen 
by instincts and intuitions. 
"At the well of freedom we sit and spy; it is the 
great magic mirr·or wherein serene and clear the whole 
of creation reve a ls itself; herein bathe the tender 
spirits and images of all natures. ----And when we 
wander from this view into nature herself -----we 
recognize every form -----. It is all a great scroll 
to which we have the key. 11 5 
In Friedrich Schleiermacher is found the serious contem-
4~Wernaer, op.cit., pp·. 8lfr82 
5. From 11 Lehrlin~e zu Sais 1 by Novalis. Quoted in Paul 
Elmer More. Shelburne Essays". Fifth Series. 
Houghton Mifflin Company , Boston and New York. 1908. 
p. 117 
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plation of the God head ; he represents the most significant 
religious phase of the Romantic era. His seeking for God 
was not the Biblical God who had his mind outside the world 
and man but a nearer God who dwe 1 t in nature as we 11 as in 
man. Schleiermacher held that we cannot know God through 
our intellect, nor through our will, but only through our 
feeling. Man must open his mind to God so as to be stimulated 
from this so~rce; then he must trans mit this impulse to the 
innermost pa rt of his soul to become an integral part of his 
6 
whole being. Schle iermacher's phj_losophy of religion declared 
that within man is the soul of the whole, the universe, the 
eterna l One. 
In this Romantic movement in Germany man's individual soul 
expanded until it became one with God, until his individual 
mind passed into the universal mind. 11 0neness or, in terms 
7 
of philosophy, Monism was the actual outcome." Monism was the 
goal of philosophy of the eighteenth century. The storm and 
stress of the movement was centered around the ef f ort to free 
the human mind from the bondage which society and tradition 
had imposed upon it. The one philosophical stmnbling block 
of the ages h ad been that man could perceive the external 
world but could not know what the visible objects stood for. 
6. This is man's surrende r to the Over-Soul of which 
Emerson later speaks. 
7. Wernaer , op.cit., p. 134 
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The meaning back of these objects - trees, mountains, animals ~ -
seemed a l ways to transcend mant s powe rs of conception. V'fua t 
man could perceive wa s the appearances only, not the things 
themselves. With the appearance of Johann G. Fichte's "Science 
of Knowledge 11 in Leipzig in 1794, this supernatural ba ckground 
of the external world suddenly disappeared before the eyes of 
man . Fichte, the philosopher of the human ego, had discovered 
a new power in man's mind. He sta ted t ha t there is nothing 
in the outer, visible world which is not already i n man's m~nd. 
"What appears to be a transcendenta l background ly-
ing outside .of man, is, in reality, an illusion; it is 
not outside, but i n man's own self: 'the non-ego is the 
ego'." 8 
Thus the external world became deprived of its metaphysical 
background and became a c r eation of man's sovereign cogni-
tions. 
In "The Way Toward the Blessed Life" Fichte conceives of 
religion a s man in his own person, with his own spiritua l eye , 
beho l ding God. This is possible, however, only through inde-
pendent thought alone. 
11 Pure thought is itself the divine existence; and 
conversely, the divine existence, in its i rirraediate 
essence, is nothing else than pure thought." 9 
The first important step i n the direction of pure trans-
cendentalism was ta~en b~ Frederich Jacobi. His key wora. ·'was 
8~ Wernaer, op.cit., pp. 135,136 
9. Ibid. p. 39 
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Faith by which he meant intuition or the power of gazing 
immediately on essential truth. This intellectual faculty 
of intuition he finally called Reason. Kant had pronounced 
it impossible to prove that the transcendenta 1 idea had a 
corresponding reality as objective being. Jacobi declared 
that no such proof was needed; that the reality wa s necess-
arily assumed. Hence, according to Jacobi, the subjective 
conceptions of the ideas of God, Duty, Immortality imply ob-
jective realities, the understanding of which is achieved by 
intuition and faith. 
The prophet of the new philosophy in England was Samuel 
Taylor C<?leridge. The transcendental phrases, "reason", 11 in-
tuition", "consciousness", appear frequently in Coleridge's 
writings. In the "Biographia Literaria" Coleridge states that 
the postulate of philosophy is the he avenly descended "Know 
Thyself". This principle manifests itself in the Sum or "I 
am"; he also refers to i t as spirit, self, or self-conscious-
ness. 
"If then I know myself only through myself it is con-
tradictory to require any other predicate or self, but 
that of self-consciousness. ----The self conscious spirit 
therefore is a will; and freedom must be assumed as a · 
ground of philosophy, and can never be deduced from it. 11 10 
Coleridge ass erted that we proceed from the Self in order to 
lose and find all self in God. To him the transcendental phil-
osopb.er does not inquire what ultimate ground of our knowledge 
10. Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. 11 Biographia Literaria11 • 
Everyman's Library. London. J.M.Dent and Sons. Ltd. 
1906. p. 145 
I 
J 
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may lie out of our knowing, but what is the l a st in our know-
ing itself, beyond which we cannot pass. 
The "Intimations of Immortal ityn of Wordsworth is his 
effusion with the Transcendentalists. His is a n authentic 
Romantic spirit, more serene than Coleridge's. In these lines 
from 11 Tintern Abbey11 his love of Nature. and communion with her 
is characteristic of the German Romantic School: 
"For I ba ve learned 
To look on nature, not as in the hour 
Of thoughtless youth, but hearing oftentimes 
The still sad music of humanity, 
Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample· power 
To chasten and subdue. And I h ave felt 
A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
Of eleva ted thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of some thing far more deeply interfused 
Vfuose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
---------------------~~ 
In the foregoing discussion are found the chief sources 
. 11 
of American Transcendentalism. Where are Thoreau's connecting 
links? Certainly there is little or nothing in h im of the 
systema tic logical argaments with which the Germans concerned 
themselves. Chann ing tells us that metaphysics was Thoreau's 
aversion and "speculation on the special faculties of the mind, 
or whether the Not-Me comes out of the I or the All out of the 
. 12 
· infinite Nothing, he could not entertain". 
ll.Schelling need not be discussed here since his works 
were not translated into English until 1845 and the 
French translation of his "Transcendental Idealism" 
did not come until 1850. By that date the New Eng-
land movement was subsiding. Schelling's main ideas 
became known in New England chiefly through Coleridge. 
12. Channing, William Ellery. "Thoreau. The Poet Natul-
alist". Roberts Bros. Boston. 18'73. p. 41 
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Certainly one of Thoreau's cardinal principles was 
liberty - liberty of the individual, just as it had been the 
watchword of the German and English Romanticists. The Ro-
mantic freedom of self was Thoreau's cherished doctrine. The 
all important 11 Ich" was the core of both Thoreau's and the 
Romantic's system of philosophy. However, the expansion of 
self as preached by the ·Germans is highly emotional and pre-
deeds from the ba se of sensibility and the flesh, while Tho-
r eau's expansion is from the base of character and intellect. 
The German school sought to satisfy their emotional nature; 
Thoreau would use his freedom for higher self restraint and 
self discipline. The Romanticists were men of feeling; Thoreau 
was essentia lly a man of thought. 
Thoreau was more concerned with living his beliefs than 
were the Romanticists. The latter spent themselves in formul-
ating in logical arraignment their concepts. But Thoreau be-
lieved that 
"to be a philosopher is not merely to have 
subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but 
so to -love wisdom as to live according to its die-
dates. -----It is to solve some of the problems of 
life, not only theoritically, but practically." 13 
Novalis had preached that the heart was the key to the 
universe. Thoreau was never thus absorbed in his emotions, 
but at times he is as sensuous as his Gernmn forerunners. 
nwe need pray for no hi~her heaven than the pure 
13. 11 The Writings" (VVal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 16 
14 
senses can furnish, a purely sensuous life." 
30. 
The following idea Thoreau ha s expresse d in a sensuous, 
Romantic tone: 
15 
"Is not the rainbow a faint v ision of God's face?" 
Similarly his enthusiasm over the rhapsody of a telegra ph 
wire is parallel in spirit and i n expression to the German 
Romantics: 
"As I went under the new telegraph wire, I heard 
it vibrating like a harp high overhead; it wa s a s the 
sound of a far-off g lorious l ife; a supernal life which 
came down to us and vibrated the lattice work of this 
life of ours -----an Aeolia n harp. It reminded me, I 
say, with a certain pathetic modera tion, of what finer 
and deeper stirrings I was susceptible, which grandly 
set all argument and dispute aside, a triumphant 
though transient exhibition of the truth." 16 
17 
Novalis's statement concerning freedom and nature in-
18 
dicates a similarity to Thoreau's philosophy. Thoreau, too, 
sat spying at the well of free d om. It was Thoreau's mission 
to be true to himself and to do at all times that which his 
·own conscience dictated. "For a man to act himself he must 
19 
be perfect ly free," Thoreau preaches. 
Nature 7 to ~· Thoreau, as to Nova lis, was a grea t scroll in 
which the forms of the universe could be recognized. The 
seasons and all their changes he wa s continua l ly seeing par-
a lleled in man's life. Thoreau spoke also of the perfect 
. . . 
14~ - "The Writings" ( Wal~ Ed~) Vol. 1, 408 
15~ "The ~ritings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. lV, 128 
16~ Ibid~ Vol. 11, 450 
17~ Ante, p. 24 
18~ Cf. Cha pter F ive, 11 Thoreau 1 s Religion11 , p. 
19. "The Writings 11 • (Riv. Ed.) Familiar Letters, p. 12 
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correspondence of Na ture to man, so that he is at home in her." 
Moncure Conway observed that when Thoreau was walking through 
the woods a strange light seemed to shine on his countenance. 
This is a trait of a Ro~antic spirit. 
Friedrich Schlegel's conception of man - a finite thing 
which extends in to the infinite - is good Concord Transcenden-
tal philosophy. Further, Emerson's -and likewise Thoreau's -
divine sufficiency of the individual harkens back to Schlegel's 
philosophy. The grand minority of ~ which Thoreau speaks 
of in 11 Civil Disobedience 11 and champions in "A Plea for Cap-
tain John Brown" is an expres sion of the German's emphasis 
on the individual. 
Thoreau was seeking a God similar to that of Schleier-
macher's. To find God in Nature was Thoreau's self-styled 
20 
profession. To both these men God dwelt in Nature, not out-
side her. Thoreau never ga zed at a far-of f God; his lay about 
21 
him everywhere. "Here or nowhere is our Heaven, 11 he believed. 
Both Schleierr~cher and Thoreau were absorbed in a mystical 
contemplation of religion. 
Thoreau considered idleness - rather contemplation - as 
necessary and as sacred as did his Romantic forerunners. At 
vValden Thoreau would sit often from morning until noon rapt in 
20: Cf. Chapter Five, "Thoreau's Re ligion", p. 
21. "The Writings" (VVal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 405 
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a revery of contemplation. Yet he never considered this as 
time subtracted from his life but rather added to it. Emer-
son, the doctrinaire of American Transcendentalisn1, expresses 
Thoreau's attitude toward works: 
"Unless the action is necessary, unless it is ade-
quate, I do not wish to perform it." 22 
Coleridge's all-important "Know thyself 11 is given as sig-
nif.icant a place in the American Transcendental system. Since 
it is Emerson and not Thoreau who formulated the American 
Transcendental doctrines, one must go to Emerson's writings 
to make comparisons. In "Self Reliance" are echoes of Col-
eridge's doctrine: 
"Nothing can bring you peace but yourself. 11 
ninsist on yourself; never . imitate." 23 
Novalis's mys tical revery often took the forrn of the 
"Veiled Nlaiden". There is a taint of sickliness in his wear!-
ness of searching for the spiritual nature of man. ~nere is 
no such taint in Thoreau. His questionings are hea lthy and 
have the quality of fresh air in them. There is no "Veiled 
Maiden" in Thoreau's philosophy. The Reality which Thoreau 
worshiped never was softened or weakened by sentiment and 
emotion. 
22. Em~rs on, Ralph Waldo. "Nature, Addresses , and 
Lectures". Boston, Houghton I'l ifflin and Company. 
Riverside Press Cambridge. 1883 and 1903. Vol. 1 , 350 
23. Emerson , Ralph ·waldo. "Essays" First Series. ·· 
Boston, Hought on Mifflinand Company~ Riverside Press 
Cambridge. 1883 and 1903. Vol. 11, p. 90. p. 83 
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Taken as a whole, the Americ s. n school of Transcendental~ 
ists lived what they thought more so than did the Gel~mans. As 
one who solved his philosoph ical problems not only theoreti-
cally but practically, Thoreau stands at the he ad of the Con-
cord Transcendenta lists. The .A.mericans seemed to aspire a s 
much for a whole people as for their own aesthetic selves. 
Both schools taught infinite expansion of self, realizing 
their beliefs in di fferent ways. Both saw God in nature. Con-
templation, aloofne s s f r om society, mystical reveries were 
characteristic of the German Romanticists and the New England 
Transcendentalists. The Germans were concerned far more with 
the systematical and logical formula tion of their creed than 
were the Americans. Although few of the metaphysical terms 
so prom~i.nent in Fichte and Nova lis are found i n Thoreau, nine-
teenth century New England furnished an excellent plot of 
ground where German Romanticism and Transcendentalism could 
take root. Experiments in tho¥ght and life were being made 
everywhere i n America in 1845. The Puritan restrictions had 
only recently been discarded. Americans were reveling in this 
new freedom ~ and Thor eau is its prophet. 
CHAPTER THREE 
PROPHET OF FREEDOM 
CHAPTER THREE 
PROPHET OF FREEDOM 
"There is always a poem not printed on paper---
stereotyped in the poet's life. It is what he has 
·become through his wor k. Not how is the idea expre-
ssed -----is the que stion, but how far it has ob-
tained form and expression in the life of the artist." 1 
Always Thoreau must find living expression for his in-
stinctive beliefs; his life was the important poem to him. He 
1nust breathe after his own fashion. 
"I wa s not born to be forced. ---If a plant cannot 
live according to its nature, it dies, and so a man." 2 
As early as his twentieth year Thoreau was concerned with the 
problem of an individual and his freedom. In a part which he. 
had on the Harvard Commencement Program in August, 1837, he 
states: 
"The characteristic of our epoch is perfect freedom,-
freedom of thought and action. -----Let men, true to 
their natures, cultivate the moral affections, lead 
manly and independent lives; -----the sea will not stag-
nate, the e arth will be as green as ever a nd the air 
as pure." 3 
Apparently in the Harvard years this class philosopher ha d 
had reason enough to observe that too many men's lives and 
minds were regimented by society. The above excerpt is con-
vincing, yet characteristically youthful in its enthusiasm. 
During the second summer of Thoreau's stay at Walden Pond, 
1. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 365 
2. "The Wri tings 11 (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 156 
3. From the original manuscript in the Harvard Library 
of Thoreau's Cormnencement Part 
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he came into town one day to ge t a shoe which wa s mended. Sam 
Staples, the Concord tax collector, arrested him because of his 
refusal to pay the state tax, which, strangely enough, ha d gone 
unpaid for six years before. 
4 
Thoreau was locked up. 
However, on this particular day 
5 
That night a "veiled woman" brought 
the money to the jailor's door, but it was too late for Tho-
reau to be released. vVhen he was free t he following morning, 
Thoreau finishe d his shoe errand and joined a group of young 
peopJ_e for a huckleberry party, far on the outskirts of Concord 
6 
"where the state was nowhere to be seen". 
The result of this one night's incarceration is the doc-
ument "Civil Di sobedience". It was not written, however, until 
. two years later - in 1848 - and was not published until 1849 
in 11 Aesthetic Papers", compiled by Elizabeth Peabody. A quiet 
resting place, indeed, for such a dangerous weaponl 
"Civil Disobedience" is Thoreau's manifesto of his own 
moral integrity. A more puissant indictment of a government 
which fails to serve the best ends of t he individual does not 
exist in Americ a n literature. It is rebellion, simon-pure. 
4. Sam Staples is reported to have sa id, "I'll pay your 
tax, Henry, if you're hard up." But Staples learned 
it was "nothin but principle" to Thoreau. (Emerson, · 
E . W. "Henry Thoreau as Remembered by a Young Friend". 
Houghton Mifflin and Company. Riverside Press, Cam-
bridge. 191'7. p. 64) 
5. Annie Russell Marble identifies her as Thoreau's Aunt 
Maria. (Marble, An nie Russell. "Thoreau. His Home, 
Friends ·and Books". New York, Thomas Y. Crowell and 
Company. 1902. p. 161) 
6. 11 The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X , 161 
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Thoreau could remain philosophical and detached - as he does 
for the most part in "Wa lden" - so long as the state does not 
interfere ~ith bis ' pfiv~tetb~l~ifs. 
"For government is an expedient by which men would 
fain succeed in letting one another alone; ----~and 
------when it is most expedient, the gover ned are most 
let alone." 7 
Thoreau's great doctrine of civil disobedience is that 
all governmental power is delegated power, delega ted by the 
people, not only as a group but by the indiv idual, who may 
withdraw that voluntary surrender of a part of his liberty, 
whenever those to whom the power is entrusted use it to unwise 
ends. Yet when Thoreau exercises that freedom of which his 
state boasts for its citizens, he is suppressed. To him there 
is no abstract state - only individuals who are subject to the 
fundamental laws of morality. 
"It is not desirable to cultivate a res pect for the 
law so much as for the right. ---The only obligation 
which I have the ri~ht to assume is to do at any time 
what I think right. 8 
~~en the laws of the state and the dictates of a man's 
conscience clash, it is the duty of the individual to follow 
the higher law, Thoreau believes• 
11 He who lives ·according :to the highest law is in 
a sense lawless." 9 
Thoreau's doctrine of freedom is "----we should be men 
7~ 11 The ·writings " (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 132,133 
8~ Ibid. p. 134 
9. "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Spring, p. 17 
37. 
10 
first and subjects afterwardsn. \Nhy has every man a con-
science if he is to resign it to the legislator? If the law 
is an agent of injustice, then Thorea u would say break the 
law. 
11 They are the lovers of law and order who observe 
the law when the government breaks it.n 11 
To Thoreau the violation of his priva te rights was as real 
an injury as bloodshed. When a man's conscience is wounded 
his real manhood and immortality fl:ow out and he bleeds to an 
everlasting death . Thoreau wished for a country where it is 
the natural thing for a g overnment which does not understand 
you to let you a lone. Af ter his visit to Canada in 1850, he 
found his own governu1ent more desirable, at least, than that 
of Britain. 
"------in Ca nada you are reminded of the g overnment 
every day. It parade s itself before you. It is not 
content to be servant, but will be t h e master. ---
Vmat makes the United States's government, on the whole 
more tolerable is the fact tha t there is so much less 
of government with us. Here it is only once in a month 
or a year that a man needs remember that institution." 12 
Thoreau's individual syndicalism is dangerous because 
it strikes at the very root of the whole trouble with govern-
mental p owers. 
11
-----For it is not to be forgotten that while the 
law holds fast the thief and murderer, it lets itself 
go loose. ----~fuen I have not paid the tax which the 
state demanded for that protection which I did n ot want, 
10~ "The Writings 11 (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 134 
11~ Ibid. p. 181 
12. "The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. V, 83 
itself has robbed me; when I have asserted the 
liberty it presumed to declare, itself has impri-
soned me. Poor Creature! - if it knows no better 
I will not blame it. If it cannot live but by 
these means , I can." 13 
Vfhen a man resists on conscience, he is irresistible. 
38. 
Political anarchy? Yes • . But this defense of his own integrity 
is irreproachable. Tho:eeau recognizes tha t his no government 
14 
formula is impractical because he b 1ows that everything de-
pends on the kind of government. He explains t ha t he is un-
like tho s e who cal l themselves no-government men in that he 
would ask for, not at once no govermaent, but for a be t ter one. 
He even·· suggests one step towards obtaining it is to let every 
ma n make known what kind of government would connnand his res-
pect. 
Thoreau does not want to quarrel wi th any man or nation, 
nor to split hairs, nor to set hims elf up as better than his 
neighbor. It was for no one item in the tax bill that he re-
fused to pay it. 
"I do not care to trace the course of my dollar, if 
I could, till it buys a man or a musket to shoot one 
with, -the dollar is innocent, - but · I am concerned 
to trace the effects of m~ alleg iance.~ lb 
Thoreau's allegiance to his ovm conscienc e wa s far more 
important to him than subserviance to a govel!nment merely be-
cause it represents the established l aw of the land. The fact 
13~ "The Writingsn (Riv. Ed.) Vol. l, 168 
14. "~hat government is best vvhich governs not a t all." 
"The -writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 150 
15. I bid. p. 161 
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that the majority of people followe d this law, apparently not 
questioning its integrity, did not affect Thoreau's allegiance 
to his ovm conscience. The want of faith in one man was to 
Thoreau the crying sin of the age. He believed there was no 
limit to what could be effected by the majority of one. 
In :~ Civil Disobedience" Thoreau puzzles over how to go 
about effecting a change in a government which is unsatisfac-
tory. He recogn izes tha t the orderly f a shion is through 
methods of leg isla tion. 
"But -they take too much time and a man's life will 
be gone ." 16 
So he quietly declares war on the state , cont inuing a t the 
same time to get what a dvan t age of h e r he c an. He soothes 
his a nger for the prese nt b y reminding himself that it is not 
many moments tha t he lives under a government . Besides, he 
pities a government which forces an individual to violate his 
conscience in obeying its sta tute s more than he desires to 
revolt against it. If we look for his statement why he did 
not fight more openly and frequently with existing conditions 
in government, we find one which g ives his attitude i n " The 
Service" , his earliest published work: 
"His (a brave ma n's) brav ery deals not so much in re-
solute action as he a lthy and assured r es t; its palmy 
state is a staying at home and compelling alliance in 
a ll directions." 17 
16 ~ "The vVri tings" (Riv. Ed. ) Vol. X, 146 
17. Ibid, p . 35 
40. 
Throughout his life, Thoreau retained this nhealthy and assur-
ed rest". In the Journa l, too, he states tha t to him one mo-
ment of serene and confident life is more glorious than a 
whole campa i gn of daring. 
"We should be ready for all issues, not da ring 
to die but da ring to live." 18 
"Civil Disobedience 11 was not an immediately dangerous 
docQment because few people in Concord feared Thoreau's voice, 
less, his beliefs. Lewisohn says that Thoreau "neither burned 
19 
within nor set other he a rts on fire. So Concord let him be." 
Emerson was a l i ttle sorry that Thoreau did not concern himself 
more openly with society's ills and set about to amend them. 
But Thoreau was nev e r interested in reformi ng anyone but him-
self. Today, when the principles he set down in ncivil Dis-
obedience11 have gone around the world, we a.re seeing perhaps 
that he did engineer for all America, but in a far greater 
sense than Emerson could have anticipated. 
20 
The date of 11 Life Without Principle 11 tells the reason 
for Thoreau's renewed agitation on the idea of an individual 
a nd his freedom .versus business and getting a living. The 
gold rush to Ca lifornia h a d taken place. In this essay Thoreau 
18~ "The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 97 
19. Lewisohn, Ludwig. 11 The Story of American Literature". 
Random House. Modern Library Publication, New York. 
1939. p. 140 . 
20. It was taken mostly from his Journals in 1854 • . The 
essay was originally called 11 Getting a Living". It 
was given as a lecture probably three times. After 
his death it was publish ed in nThe Atlantic Monthly" 
(Oct. 1863) under its present title. 
41. 
shows his indignation for those who are scrambling to dig in 
the earth for their living. 
"It makes God to be a moneyed gentleman who 
scatters a handful of pennies in order to see man-
kind scramble for them. The world's rafflel A 
subsistence i n the domains of Na ture a thing to be 
raffled fort" 21 
Thoreau had found that gold was malleable but not so malleable 
as wit. He would sink his shaft down to the gold within him-
self; he would work that mine. To Thoreau most men were shak-
ing the real business of life for something that was a sham. 
The occupations of most men to Thoreau were no more t han 
"throvv ing stones over a wall and t hen in throvring t hem back, 
- 22 
merely that t hey might earn their wages." He cannot under-
stand why a man is not permitted to walk in the woods for love 
of t hem half of ea ch day without being branded a loafer. He 
even ventures to suggest that a man may be very industrious, 
and yet not spend his time well. An Irisllman, once seeing 
Thoreau pausing in the fields, took it for granted he was 
calculating his wages. Thoreau compla ins that he cannot buy 
a blank-book to write his thoughts in as all of them are ruled 
for do l lars and cents. He wanted to finish his education at 
a school different fr cm this money-getting, business one• 
Here is the text of Thoreau's "Life Without Principle": 
"To have done any thipg by which you earned money 
21~ "The ' Writings 11 (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 264 
22. Ibid., p. 256 
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merely is to have been truly idle or worse. -- If 
I should sell my f orenoons and afternoons to society, 
as most men appear to do, I am sure there would be 
nothing left worth living for. ---There is no more 
fatal blunderer than he who consumes the greater 
part of his life getting his living. ---You must 
get your living by loving." 23 
This philosophy is the groundwork of that first type of freedom 
which Thoreau advocated - freedom from customs and demands of 
society. He did not want to profane himself by cluttering his 
life with too much business and wovk, by reading too many 
newspapers, by going to the postoffice too often. ~~ese things 
which engage men's attentions, as daily routine, politics and 
the like, Thoreau recognizes as vit a l functions of human 
society, but they 11 should be unconsciously performed. --They 
24 
are infra-human, a kind of vegetation." Thoreau did not wish 
to tolerate anyone too absorbed in business and the postoffice . 
"In proportion as our inward life fails, we go 
more constantly and desperately to the post-office. You 
may depend upon it, that the poor fellow who walks away 
with the greatest number of letters proud of his ex-
tensive correspondence has not heard from himself this 
long while." 25 
Canby regards the essay on "Life Without Principle" as the 
finest of Thoreau's negatives. As far as structure is concern-
ed it is built on a firm foundation; he sets for himself a 
thesis and prepares a straight essay upon it. As far as the 
philosophy is coneerned, it is the pure, unadulterated Tho-
reau. Here is his mind at work. The issues which he brings 
23~ " The ·writings" (Riv . Ed.) Vol. X, 257,260,261 
24~ Ibid~, p. 286 
25. Ibid., p. 273 
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into open battle are the ones which concerned him all his 
life. All of Concord is consumed with work, work, work. 
"It interr·upts my dreams. There is no sabbath. It 
would be glorious to s e e mankin d a t leisure for once. 11 26 
One of Thoreau's friends had considered his (Thoreau's) life 
a failure - he wa s then 37 - and proposed he embark in some 
bu~iness enterpri se with him. 
"No, no! I am not without employment at this 
stage of the voyage. To tell t h e tr~th, I saw an 
advertisement for able-bodied seamen, when I was 
a boy, sauntering in my n a tive port, and as soon 
as I c ame of age I embarked. 11 27 
Thoreau grmnbles throughout the essay about the useless-
ness of newspapers and politics. He feels that it may even be 
too much to read one newspaper a we ek, so unimportant and 
trivial are the messages the r e in. He counsels, 11 Re ad not 
28 
the Times. Read the Eternities". He believes the mind can 
be permanent ly profaned by the ha bi t of a ttending to t rivia l 
thing s 11 so that all our thoughts shall be tinged with trivial-
-29 
ity". If h is mind is to be a thoroughfare he prefers it to 
be of the mountain-brooks and not the town sewers. T'.nis in-
dividualist is proud tha t he has not g ot to answer for h aving 
read a single :PYe sident's message. He conceives of politics 
as the gizzard of society, 11 full of grit and gravel, a nd the 
30 
two political parties are its two opposite halves". 
26~ "The -writingsn (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 254 
27i Ibid., p. 259 
28~ Ibid~, p. 279 
29. Ibid~, p. 278 
30. Ibid., p. 286 
II 
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In various ways does he find expre s sion for his indignation of 
this monster. 
11 VVhat is called politics is compa r a tively something 
so supe rficial and inhuman, that practica lly I have 
never fairly recognized that it concerns me a t a ll." 31 
Thoreau's second kind of freedom- freedom from coercion 
originating i n his own necessities - find expression in vigor-
ous passages in "Walden". 
11 I · love a broad margin to my life. Sometimes, in 
a summe r morning ----I sat in my sunny doorway from 
sunrise till noon, rapt in a revery ----. I grew 
in those seasons like corn in the night, and they 
were far better than any work of the hands would 
have been. They were not time substracted from my 
life -----------. 11 32 
Yet the fact that h e wanted so little of mat eria l goods does 
not mean he wanted little from life. He would economize on 
furniture in his cabin, he begrudged the clothes he had to buy 
when he taught school, but he did not want to economize in the 
spending of his time. He grew rich in discovering how to 
spend a day. Rather than pay ninety cents railroad fare to 
Fitchburg he preferred to walk and proceeds to inform us that 
he will get there sooner than the man who rides. The rider 
must work for a day to ea rn mone y for his fare. Thoreau can 
walk in that day and thus arrive before his friend. 
Thoreau avoided the beginnings of evil by dispensing 
with unnecessary household goods. He had no need for such a 
rusual thing as curtR. t ns 9. t Vvald e n a s he h ad no gazers to shut 
·. 31~ ; ''':Dhe ·,,Writings ·11 {Riv~ Ed~) Vol·~ :. ·:X, r:.28tF .; h .. ; 
32. 11 The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 11, 123,124 
45. 
out but the sun and the moon. And as for a mat, he had no 
room to spare within the house nor time to spare within or 
without to shake it. He did not wish to spend any of his time 
earning rich carpets and fine furniture, but for those to whom 
it was no inter1~ption to acquire such things he was ready to 
relinquish to them the pursuit. As for him, he would take his 
leisure. 
It was necessary, Thoreau tells us, in order to preserve 
his health and spirits, that he spend four hours a day at 
least, sauntering through the woods, free from worldly engage-
ments. To 1~oreau Heaven was all about h im and he did not 
care to drown the music of the spheres by the hum-drum of 
business. He confesses to astonishment at the power of en-
durance of his neighbors who confine themselves to shop and 
office for whole days. 
"V!Jhen sometimes I am reminded that the mechanics 
and shop keepers stay in their shops not only all the 
forenoon, but all the afternoon too, sitting w1. th 
crossed legs, so many of them, - as if the legs were 
made to sit upon, and not to stand or walk upon, -
I think they deserve some credit for not having all 
committed suicide long ago." 33 
Thoreau was convinced that to maintain oneself on this earth 
was not a hardship but a pastime if one but live simply and 
wisely. His life must be the poem not printed on paper; his 
philosophy must find expression in his living. 
Thoreau's contribution to man 1 s achievement of individual 
33. 11 The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. lX, 254,255 
====== ==================~=---~~=== 
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liberty is by no means small. His defense of an individual 
whom society has wronged is likewise consiaerable. The belief 
he expresses so early in the Journal, "all fear of the world 
or consequences is swallowed up in a manly anxiety to do 
truth justice", comes to full fruition in "A Plea for Captain 
34 
John Brown 11 • This is not just a plea for the prisoner of 
Harper's Ferry; it is an outburst of that all consuming fire 
of the individual and his freedom which burned eterna lly with-
in Thoreau's breast. And Thoreau is most human, less esoteric, 
when he is in a rage. 11 T.he Plea" represents not simply the 
views of a h a ter of the South, but Thoreau, the upright man 
who wants to do truth justice. His voice of protest may be 
detached and philosophical in "Walden"; it may be harmles s in 
"Civil Disobedience"; but it is by no mea ns diffident in his 
plea for the life of Captain Brown. In this writing as, per-
haps, in no other single one of his we see clearly that it 
was not man in general whom Thoreau abhorred and shunned; it 
.was the artificial society of mankli1d imposing injustice on 
individuals which Thoreau 1NOuld fight against. John Brown is 
a situation calculated to arouse Thoreau's imagination. Here 
is that minority of one which Thoreau thought considerable 
enough to overturn a government. John Brown is the man of 
principle in action as Thoreau wa s himself in thought and 
34. 11 The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 28 
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occupation. 
Stevenson calls Thoreau a 11 skulker". Yet it was Thoreau 
who quickly found a voice before the curtain fell on the 
scaffold in the first act of the drama of John Brown. 
11
----such a man as it takes ages to make, and 
ages to understandn 
35 .. 
Thoreau describes his defendant. So disturbed was Thoreau 
over this gross injustice being done by society that he tells 
us he put a piece of paper and pencil under his pillow at 
n ight, and when he could not sleep he wrote in the dark. Dur-
ing those days of Brovrnts imprisonment Thoreau records in his 
Jo~nal, 
11 There was a remarkable sunset, I think the 25th 
of October ----.But it was hard for one to see its 
beauty when my mind was filled with Capt. Br own.n 36 
This American abolitionist Thoreau knew only slightly. 
His heroic and daring deeds, of course, we r e known by everyone 
in Massachusetts in 1859. Thoreau met Capt. Brown twice; once 
at his own house to which Sanborn had brought him in 1857, and 
again the next evening at Emerson 1 s where they talked togeth-
37 
er. He heard Capt. Brown speak for the last time in the 
Concord Town Hall just _before he left for Virginia to lead the 
raid a t Harper's Ferry. It was on the ni~ht of October 16, 
35~ 
36. 
37. 
11 The Writings 11 (Riv~ Ed~) Vol. X, 232 ' 
"The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal. Vol. Xll, 443. 
(November -12, 1859) 
Sanborri, F.B. 11 R~collectionr of Seventy Years 11 • 
Boston, Richard G. Badger. Gorham Press. 1909. Vol.l, 
102,104. The date of this visit is erroneously 
g iven as 1856 _ 
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1859, that Brown with eighteen men, five of whom were negroes, 
made his attack on the Federal arsenal in Virginia and cap-
tured it. On the following day and on the 18th, the United 
States Marines led by Col. Robert E. Lee attacked Brown a nd 
quickly overpowered his small group. It wa s then that their 
leader w:l s seriously wounded and surrendered. On Oct. 19th, 
38 
Brown wa s committed to the Charleston, Virginia jail. His 
trial was begun on the 27th. On the 30 th, Thore au summoned his 
39 
fellow townsmen in Concord to hear him make "The Plean. On 
the 31st, Brown was conv icted of treason and was hanged on 
40 
Dec. 2nd. 
Thoreau was indignant with anger that the newspapers con-
tained no editorials justifying or sympathizing with Capt. 
Brown and his men of principle. One "volu:m:t.nous sheet" decided 
not to print in full report Brown's words. 
"It was as if a publisher _should reject the 
manuscript of the New Testament and print Wilson's 
38. On this day Thoreau wrote some 2000 words in his 
J011~na l concerning Brown. On the 21st, he wrote 
20eer:;more; on the 22nd, at lea st 6000. 
39. Emerson was there to hear him speak and records 
tha t ..the plea was delivered by this nusually cool" 
lecturer as one "moved to the core", and he succeed-
ed ~~ iii turning 11 the tide of public fee ling i n t •-, ad-
miration for Brown's courage and sacrifice".('~ Journals 
of Ralph Waldo Emerson. With Annotations." Houghton · 
Mifflin and Company. Riverside Press Cambridge, 1913. 
Vol. lX, 248) 
40 . On the day of the execution Eme rson records that Tho-
reau sent a messenger front house to hou s e through the 
village to notify h is - neighbors that he would spea k 
in the Unitarian vestry. A friend sent back a note 
that it might be premature. Thoreau sent back this, 
11 You misunderstood; I did not ask for -advice. I am 
going to speak on John Brown tonight". (Ibid., p.248) 
49. 
41 
lasti: speech." ·. · · - .,. 
That same journal which omitted Brovm' s own words Thoreau in-
forms us was chiefly filled with reports of the political con-
ventions that were being held . This contrast , this confusion 
of values was pitiable t o Thoreau. 
11 To turn from the voices and deeds of earnest 
men to the cackli ng of political conventions t " 42 
But Thoreau objected a s much to what the newspapers printed 
Els to what they omitted concerning h is man. One editor had 
the audacity to call t he raid "a misguided , wild , and apparent-
43 . 
ly insane -effort". With this Thoreau bursts forth with a 
stricture of the herd of newspapers and magazine editors at 
that time : not one of them woul d deliberr:. tely print anything 
lil.ich he knew would ultimately and permanently reduce the 
umber of his subscribers . 
44 
"How then can t hey print truth? 11 
No trait in a man could have appealed more to Thoreau 
than this: 
"He went and came - --under the auspices of 
John Brown and nobody else. 11 45 
People wrote in their easy chairs about Brown, "misguided" , 
1!garrulous 11 , "insane 11 , 11 vindictive 11 • But he , wounded, respond-
ed from the floor of the Ar mory, 
41. 11 Th e ~~ritings" (Riv . Ed.) Vol. X, 212 
42~ Ibid., p~ 213 
43. Ibid ~, p~ 213 
44~ Ibid~, p. 213 
45 . Ibid., p. 214 
"No man sent me here; it wa s my own prompting 
and that of my Maker. I acknowledge no master in 
human form. ~---I pity the poor i n bondage that 
have none to help t hem; that is why I am here; not 
to gratify any personal animosity, revenge, or 
vindictive spirit." 46 
With this Thoreau remarks to the public, 
50. 
47 
"You don't know your testament when you see it. 11 
If we look more closely at this man we see in him qualities 
which so fired the imagination of Thoreau as to bring forth 
this, his most trenchant essay. Thoreau speaks for Brown: 
"He was a superior man.----He did not recognize 
unjust human laws, but resisted them as he wa. s bid. 
For once we are lifted out of the trivialness and dust 
of politics into the region of truth and manhood. No 
man in America has ever stood up so persistently and 
effectively for the dignity of human nature, knowing 
himself for a man, and 5he equal of any and all gov-
ernments. In that sense he was the most American of 
tis all. He needed no bab bling lawyer, making false 
issues, to defend him. -----He could not have been 
tried by a jury of his peers, because his peers did 
not exist. Viihen a man stands up serenely against the 
condemnation and vengeance of mankind, rising above 
them literally by a whole body, - even though he were 
of late the vilest murderer, who has settled that ·. 
matter with himself, - the spectacle is a sublime 
one --------and we become criminals in comparison. 
Do your s elves the hnnor to recognize him. He needs 
none of yO>ur respect." 48 · 
This was a situation very different from the moral conflict 
which had sent Thoreau to jail in support of his principle some 
twelve years before. In the latter case he proposed no via-
lence against a state which he pitied. Passive resistance was 
enCbugh in this tax incident involving ~~ 1.50 of his money. But 
46~ 11 The Writingsn (Riv. Ed. ) Vol. X, 234,235 
47~ Ibid~; p. 235 
48. Ibid., pp. 216,217 
51. 
the John Brown episode was a more vital one although Thoreau 
was never an active Abolitionist so far a s connecting himself 
49 
with tha t movement in general was concerned. The Thoreau of 
passive resistance has turned into a man with principle ready 
to rise and smite. While Brown was on trial Thoreau records 
in his Journal, 
"!do not wish to kill or be killed, but I 
can forsee circumstances in which both of the s e 
things would be by me unavoidable. In extremi-
ties I could even be killed." 50 
In this defense of John Brown Thoreau is irritate d again 
by the feebleness of constituted government. All Massachu-
setts was against Brown; most people thought hj.m insane in his 
deeds, certainly not representative of American thought. But 
to Thoreau all the representatives which Massachusetts sends 
to Congress were not so sane as John Brown. 
"No~ he was not our representative in any 
sense. He was too fair a speciman of a man 
to represent the like of us. ----We talk about 
a representative government, but what a mon-
ster of a government is that where the noblest 
faculties of the mind, and the whole heart, are 
not represented. ----The only government that 
49. Thoreau told the Temperance Union that he was too 
Transcendental to join societies for reformi.ng 
other men. His attitude toward such organiza-
tions seems indi~ferent enough in this letter: 
"I was glad to hear the other day that Higgin-
son and were gone to Ktaadn; it must be 
so much oetter to go to than a Woman's Rights 
or Abolition Convention." ("The Writing's" (Wal. 
Ed.) Vol. Vl, 260 . 
50. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed) Journal, Vol. Xll, 437 
I recognize ----is that power that establishes 
justice mil the land, never that which establishes 
injustice. ----A government that pretends to be 
Christian and crucifies a million Christs every 
day!" 51 
52. 
Thoreau's methods of attacking false governments may be 
those of an uncompromising idealist in "Civil Disobedience", 
but in the "Plea!! a no more straight-for·ward, right-thinking 
call-to-arms has been written in American history. ~~en 
John Brown, single-handed, attacked an institution which 
governments and legislators were afraid to touch, he afforded 
a cardinal example of Thoreau's philosophy of individual 
action which championed violence if it were justified by 
moral necessity. 
"Is it not possible that an individual may be 
right and a government wrong? Are laws to be forced 
simply because they are made? or declared by any 
number of men to be good, if they are not good? Is 
there a necessity for a man's being a tool to per~ 
form a deed of which his better nature disapproves? 
-----I am here to plead his cause with you. I 
plead not for his life but for his character, - his 
i~nortal life; and so it becomes your cause wholly 
and is not his in the least. Some 1800 years ago 
Christ was crucified; this morning, perchance, Capt. 
Brown was hung. These are the two ends of a chain 
which is not without its links. He is not old Brovm 
any longer; he is an angel of light." 52 
51. "The Writings" (Hiv. Ed) Vol. X, 219,220,223 
52. Ibid., 232,233,234 
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HIS PHILOSOPHY OF FR I ENDSHIP AND LOVE 
Thoreau was intensely conscious of the Oneness of all 
things in God and the all-pel"'vading Spirit of Love which 
permeates the Universe. He considered all men as part of th_is 
Oneness; therefore true love of man to man must exist upon 
this high level. 'rhoreau would corrmmne thus with his Friend: 
"I love you not as something private and personal , 
which is your own, but as something universal and worthy 
of love, which I have found. ---You are purely good .-
---This is what I w'Mld like, - to be as intima te with 
you as our spirits are intimate, - respecting you as 
I respect my ideal.n 1 
Thoreau would keep his eyes ever on this ideal. 
11 \"Ihen I am withdrawn and am alone , I forget the 
actw:.,_l person and remember only my ideal. Then I 
have a friend again . 11 2 
Thoreau's philosophy of friendship and love bears resem-
blance to the Platonic conception of ideal love and to Emer-
son's views as stated in his essays on friendship and love. 
Plato believed that the ideal is the only real, that what 
we love in a ~:-·person is not in his will but above it. In just 
such a way would Emerson look at his friend and see not the 
3 
actual but the radiance of the ideal. To Plato and Emerson 
1. nThe Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. 1, 355 
2. ''The Writfu.ngs" (\!Val. Ed.) Journal Vol. Xl , 282 
3. 11 The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson n . Essays. 
First Series. Boston and New York. Houghton 
Mifflin and Company. 1903. Vol. 11, 181 
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the form, movement, and intelligence of an individual suggest 
the presence of that which is within the beauty, and the cause 
of the beauty. True love transcends the unworthy object and 
dwells and broods on the eternal 
11 Thus we are put in training for a love which knows 
not sex, nor person, nor partiality, but which seeks 
virtue and wisdom. 11 4 
To Thoreau the office of friendship is to feed and sa-
5 
tisfy the spirit. He says, 
11 We do not wish for friends to feed and clothe our 
bodies, - neighbors are kind enough for that, - but to 
do the like office to our spirits. 11 6 
The insistence of Thoreau that friendship be concerned 
only with the highest virtues in a person is Confucian in its 
. 7 
concept. To express his motive i n friendship he quotes this 
from Confucius: 
11 To contract ties of friendship with anyone, is .to 
contract Friendship with his virtue. There ought not 
to be any other motive in friendship." 8 
Thoreau's determination always in friendship was to reach 
out and commune with the ideal in his friend. Such a love as 
this must necessarily transcend the lirnits of the individual 
4. Ibid., p. 188 
5. Of. Gibran in "The Prophet" : 11 And let there be no 
other purpose in friendship save the deepening 6f 
the spirit." Kahlil Gibran; "The Prophet 11 • Alfred 
A. Knopf, New York. 1936, p. 2 
6. 11 The Writings" {Wal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 283 
7. For further discus sion on Thoreau and Confucius see 
Chapter 1, pp. 12-14 
8. 11 The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 299 
and content itself only with the highest virtues .which the 
9 
friend possesses. 
56. 
Love and friendship to Thoreau bear no touch of indivi-
dua lism or of super~icial attraction: 
11 As soon as I see people loving what they see merely 
and not their own high hopes tha t they form of others, I 
pity them and do not want their Love. Did I ask thee 
to love me who hate myself? Nol Love that which I love 
and I will love thee that loves it." 10 
It is this conception of idea l love which brought Thoreau 
to s ay in his sermon on Friendship: 
11 Friendship is not so kind as is imagined; it has 
not much human blood i n it. It requires immaculate 
and God-like qualities full-grown, and exists at all 
only by condescension and anticipation of the remotest 
future." 11 
Often when Thoreau comes close to his friend he is inclin-
ed to be surprised at his selection. 
''On me eting the one whom I ca ll my friend, I find 
I had imagined something that was not there. I am 
sure t .o depart sadder tha n I came. 11 12 
Seldom does Thoreau find mental stimulation in the soc-
iety of young ladies. He records once in the Journa l that he 
went to a party where there were too many people in one w:3.rm 
9. An example of his idealizing is shown in letters which 
he wrote to :Mrs. R. Vv . Emerson whom he had come to know 
very well from staying in the Emerson home. Once he 
writes to her, 11 You must know you represent to me 
woman. 11 Later he tells her, "The thought of y ou will 
constantly eleva te my life. 11 From "The Writ:ings 11 
Familiar Letters (Riv. Ed.) pp. 89 and 104 
10~ 11 The Writings 11 (Riv. Ed.) Vol. Vlll, 133 
ll~ Ibid., Vol. l, 393 
12. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal Vol. Zl, 281 
57. 
room. Besides he derived no pleasure from talking to a young 
woman simply because she had regular features. 
"The society of young women is the most unpro-
fitable I have ever tried." 13 
Love and friendship, as Thoreau thus conceived them, pre-
elude association of individuals on any other plane than that 
of the highest aspiration. 
"The luxury of affection - there's the danger. T'nere 
must be smae nerve · and heroism in our love, as of a 
winter morning~---. The love which takes us as it finds 
us degrades us." 14 
Further, he values highly the friendship of those who love 
what he aspires to do, not what he actually performs. Thoreau 
would have you look whither he is looking and farther; then 
15 
he could not afford to dispense with your compa ny. 
In both Emerson's and Thoreau's philosophy absence a nd 
distance of friends do not interrupt their high intercourse 
but rather are a boon to it. Emerson had expressed himself; 
"I do t hen with my -friends as I do with my boolcs. 
I :-rould have them where I could find them, but I 
seldom use them. -----I cannot afford to speak much 
with my friend." 16 
In Thoreau's Journal is this recorded for June 17, 1853: 
" The truly beautiful and noble puts its lover, a s 
it were, at an infinite distance, while it attracts 
him more strong ly than ever." 17 
13~ 11 The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Journal. Vol. 111 , 116 
14 ~ "The Writings 11 (Riv. Ed;) Familiar Letters. p. 249 
15~ "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. 1, 369 
16~ Eme rson, op.cit., 214 215 
17. Cf. Gi bran, op.cit., "vi/hen you part from your fri end 
you grieve not; for t ha t which you love mos~ in him 
may be clearer in his absence, as the mounta ins---~" 
p. 66 
58. 
In a letter to Lidian Emerson Thoreau s a ys his departure h a d 
~ppr1sed him of his high relations to her. 
"Nothing makes the earth seem so spacious as to 
have friends at a distance. -----such a de parture is 
a sort of furth er introduction and meeting.u 18 
We have it on Sanborn's auth ority that no topic returned 
so often to Thoreau's thought a nd anxieties as did Friendship. 
19 
Sanborn refers to it as that "unsatisfied ideal11 • To Thoreau 
Love was implacable; nothing could escape from it. 
11 
------ for every depth it goes below 
And every height above. 
It waits as waits the sky, 
Until the clouds go by 
Yet shines serenely on 
With an eternal day, 
Alike when they are gone, 
And when they stay." 20 
Thoreau realized that this ideal philosophy would meet 
with disillusionment in reality. The lover will learn at 
last that the i·e is no person quite transparent and trustworthy. 
Still Thoreau will trust him forever. Faith in the idea l need 
not be shaken, Thoreau rermnds himself; again his belief is 
strengthened by an Oriental philosopher · who has s a id, 
"Although Friendship between good men is interrupt-
ed their principles remain unaltered . The ~ta lk of 
the lotus may be broken, and the fibres remain conn ect-
18. "The Writings " (Riv. Ed.) Familiar Letters. p. 90 
19. Sanborn, Franklin Benjamin. 11 The Life of Henry 
David Thoreauu. Boston and New York, Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1917. · p. 454 
20. "The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. l, 306,307 
59. 
21 
ed." 
In Th oreau's philosophy of Friendship he asks no return 
but that his Friend will ac cept and wear and not disgra ce his 
apotheosis of him. 
His interpretation of love to mankind bears the same ideal 
character as his conception of friendship. _His love to man-
kind is by no means synonymous with charity in t he narrow 
sense of philanthropy. In "Walden" he says, 
11 Philanthropy is the only virtue which is suffi-
ciently appreciated by mankind. Nay, it is greatly 
overrated, and it is our selfishness which overrates 
it. ----The kind uncles and aunts of the race are 
more esteemed than its spiritual fathers and mothers." 22 
To Thoreau there was a higher service to mankind than phil-
anthropy; that is, a man can contribute more by depending 
on himself, by being true to himse lf, and by following always 
what he feels is right. 
With the foregoing ana lysis of Thoreau's philosophy of 
friendship, it is not strange to hear him saying, 
23 
11 I thrive best on solitude." 
Neither is it without significance t ha t he recorded opposite 
the first page of his Journal several quotations with but 
one theme: 
"Friends and companions, get you gonet 
'Tis my desire to be alone." 
Burton, Anatomy of Melancholy 
21. Thoreau quotes this in "The Writings" (Vval. Ed. )Vol.l, 
301 
22. 11 Tge ·writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. 11, 121,122 
n · w • n ' 1 
! 
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"Two Paradises are in one 
To live in Paradise al6ne. 11 
Marvell, The Garden 
Ellery Channing, who personally knew Thoreau best, wa s 
a little puzzled by 1lhoreau' s seem:ing coldnes s to 
riendsh ips. In a penciled memorandum of one of Channing's 
otebooks written in his .old age is this notation about Henry 
vid, friend of his youth, 
11 I have never been able to understarrl what he 
meant by his life -----Why he was so disappointed 
with everybody else, etc. ----nothing bothered him 
so m~ch as friendships. Those and his moral sen-
sitiveness.n 24 
other time there is record of Channing saying that Henry David 
no account of love a t a ll , apparently. ---He had notions 
25 
friendships. 11 
Is the conclusion reached by ~1oreau's most recent bio-
tha t Henry David was of a dual nature, 11 one ha,lf pos i-
ive and passionate to yearning, one half negative, satirical 
26 . 
really perverse 11 , a valid one? To test such a theory 
e must enquire into the facts of his l ife as given by h is 
on temporaries, investiga t _e what friendships or love affairs 
had, and draw conclusions from his Journa l, Letters, and 
iting s. 
A Harvard classmate writes this impression of Thoreau: 
24. 
25. 
26. 
Manuscript in the Morgan Library, New York City 
Chann ing, William Ellery. "Poems of Sixty-Fiv e 
Years 11 • Philadelphia and Concord. James H. 
Bentley, 1902·. p. XXXVlll 
Canby , op.cit., p. XV 
61. 
"But he passed for notl' ing, it is suspected, 
with most of us; for he was cold and unimpresible. 
-----He did not care for people; his classmates 
seemed very r emote. This reverie hung always about 
him.------it is no wonder he kept himself aloof 
from us in college." 27 
A different impression is held by another classmate who writes 
in the month of Thoreau's death that Henry David's love for 
man formed his passport to the favor of all whom he chanced 
to meet; it procured for him respect among his townsmen and a 
welcome greeting from every school boy. 
11
------He carried his heart in his hand, as it 
were, always willing to offer it to him who 
might justly claim a share of it." 28 
Another who knew him attests: 
"Many accused him of be:img unsocial, impractical, 
and ascetic. Now he was none of these; a more 
original man never lived, no one more thoroughly 
personifying civility; no man c ould hold a finer 
relationship with his family." 29 
Edward Waldo Emerson's account of his personal recollections 
of Thoreau supports the theory that he was anything but per-
~erse. Joseph Hosmer wrote twenty yea rs after Henry David's 
death of a delightful afternoon he spent with Thoreau while 
the latter was l :i.ving at Walden P.orlO,. He recounts that after 
they had cooked their meal in the open fireplace by Thoreau's 
hut, he (Hosmer) ran over the bill of fare - roasted horn pout, 
27. Rev . John Weiss in "Christian Examiner", July, 1865. · 
Reprinted in "Pertaining to Thoreau". Ed. S. A. Jones. 
Detroit, Edwin s . Hill, 1901. pp. 131,132,135 · 
28. Storms Higginson in "Harvard lv'iagazine", 1\iiay, 1862. 
Reprinted in "Pertaining to Thoreau11 , op.cit., p. 118 
29. Daniel Ricketson 1n "Familiar Letters" of 11 The Wrtt-
ings11 (Riv. Ed.) p. 287 
6.2~ 
·- · 
~- :o~e:~nf!,, ··.'corn - in Eng lish and Thoreau promptly rendered it in 
- ' 30 
French, Latin, and Greek. Channing says in his biography 
that all the farmers liked Henry David, that they would come 
across a field to chat -..vi th him, and that they liked him to 
come on their farms or in their houses. 
11 The living, actual friendship · and affec.tion which 
makes time a reality, no one knew better. ----In the 
best and practical sense no one had more friends or 
was better loved." 31 
Channing mentions many trips he and Henry David made together, 
of walks they took, -all of which are proofs of Thoreau's 
na tural and normal reactions to friendships. All these testi-
monies hardly indicate Canby's negative and perverse man. 
'\I'Jhat about the one half that is "positive and passionate 
to yearning"? Thoreau's letters to his sister Helen, to John, 
and to his mother offer evidence of the wa rm companionship 
that existed in the family. When Helen had gone to Roxbury to 
teach in 1838, Thoreau wrote her a letter in Latin in which 
he talks about news at home, of a recent fire on the steamer 
Lexington, and translates a postscript for his mother. When 
John was away teaching at Taunton, Henry wr ote him often, al-
ways anticipating John's vacation when they could be reunited. 
Once Henry David pretended they were Indians cormnunica ting 
with one another. In his letters from Staten Island he suffers 
30. Told by Hosmer in "The Concord Freeman. 11loreau Annex" 
May 6, 1880~ In Concord Free Public Library. 
31. Channing, William Ellery. "Thoreau. The Poet Natural-
ist. With Memorial Verses". Rev. Ed. Boston, Charles 
E. Goodspeed, 1902. pp. 30-31 
63. 
normal pangs of homesickness. 
Thoreau's love for his brother John is perhaps the best 
example of an e a rly frie ndship. Th e relationsh ip of these 
two broth ers fulfilled, in a measure, at least, Henry David's 
conception of the ideal of friendship as explained in the 
first part of this chapter. Their communion meant a 11 deepen-
ing of the spirit". It wa s with John that Henry David made 
his t wo weeks' trip on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. 11bey 
were often taking hiking trips together or hunting arr ow 
h e ads. It was these t wo brothers who ope n ed the Academy in 
Concord in 1839. Tradition in the Thoreau family h a s it tha t 
Henry Da vid s a crificed his ovvn love for pretty Ellen Sewall 
beca use he knew John loved her, too. John 's early death cut 
suddenly short this ideal companionship. 
Thoreau's first recorde d friendshi p with a woma n is tha t 
with Mrs. Lucy Jack son Brown, a younger s ister of Lidia n Emer-
son, Eme rson's second wife. :WJ.rs. Brown , whose husband was in 
foreign service, came to board a t the Thor eau home in Con-
32 
cord in the spring of 183'7. Henry David wa s then t we n ty 
years old and a senior in Ha rvard. Mrs. Brown wa s in her 
late t h irties, but Henry found j_ n h e r a sympa the tic spirit 
to which he r e sponded. It wa s into h e r window t h at he threw 
32. It vvas she who, talk ing of a lecture of Emerson's, 
was told b y Helen Thoreau tha t h e r brother Henry had 
thoughts similar to those of Emerson's recorded in 
his Journal. It was shortly after this talk and 
through Mrs. Brmvn tha t Thoreau was introduced to 
Emers on. 
I 
the bunch of viC>.lets with his poem 11 Sic Vita" attached: 
"I am a parcel of vain strivings tied 
By a chance bond together, 
64. 
Dangling this way and that, their links 
Were made so loose and wide, 
Me thinks 
For Milder weather." 
Encircling the violets was a wisp of straw which wa s 
"The law 
By which I'm fixed" 
His letters to Ivlrs. Brovm after she left Concord testify tha t 
he obtained from her friendship a certain satisfaction as 
well as inspiration. She was sympathetic to his boyish am-
bitions and he eagerly responded. 
His first love affair wa s with Ellen Sewall, who was 
seventeen when she came to visit i n Concord in t he summer of 
1839. Both John and He nry David became interested in her 
and were busy showing her the sights of Concord as she records 
33 
in her letters to her father. On July 25, 1839, when Ellen 
was still visiting in Concord, only one line is i n the Journal: 
34 
11 There is no remedy for love but to love more. 11 
On August 31, the t wo bro t hers left on their trip up the Con-
cord and Merrimack Rivers. As soon as they return two weeks1 
later, John rushed off to Scituate to see Ellen. It was not 
until J~ly of the next year (1840), however, that John pro-
33. These letters are f ound in the Ward Correspondence 
which is preserved in Evanston, Illinois, as part of 
the Yvard Trust~ Recounted in Canby, op.cit., Chap. 
9, pp. 106-127. . . 
34. 11 The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 88 
65. 
35 
posed to her. It is reasonable to believe, although not 
definitely known that Henry David knew John was going to 
. ) 
propose to Ellen and that he purposely kept his own love 
silent. She accepted him but very qu i ckly broke the engage-
ment. In the fall of 1840, Henry David tried his l uck with 
36 
Ellen but was refused. So Ellen passes out of Thoreau's 
life and into his imagination, there to be idealized forever. 
There is no evidence in his writings, Journal, or letters 
that he was greatly disappointed over t he outcome of the 
affair or tha t he was transforme d in any way by it, unless 
the essay on Friendship in "The Vieek" be considered a memo"'" '· 
37 
rializing of this love. 
35. In July, 1840, John went to Scituate , apparently to 
propose to Ellen . On July 19, 1840, Henry David re-
cords in his Journal: 11 These two days -- (supposed-
ly while John was gone) ---h ave been really an aeon 
in which a Syrian empire might rise and fall. How 
many Persia ns have beell l ost and won in the interim? 
Night is spangled with fresh stars." From "The Writ-
ings " (Wal. Ed.) Journa l, Vol. 1, p. 170 
36. Ellen tells of her refusal of John and of Henry in 
letters to her Aunt Prudence Ward and others. The 
letters are preserved in the Ward Correspondence . 
op.cit. 
37. His experience with Ellen wa s in 1840; nThe Week" 
was published nine years later. R.L. Stevenson 
suggests that the essay on Friendship wa s a re-
bound from the d isappoin t ment of his love for 
Ellen. Canby's opinion is that in the essay Tho-
reau was rationa lizing as well as transcendental-
izing his deep emotions. 
66. 
It was in 183 '7 (Thoreau was twenty) tha t Henry David met 
Ra lph 1Naldo and Lidian Emers on and f ormed a frien dship with 
both which was to h ave profound and l ast ing influence on his 
life . I n the first of this chapter h as been pointed out t h e 
r esemblan ce b e twe en Thorea u's and Emerson's philosophy of 
friendship . I n many ways did Emerson i nf luence Thoreau's life 
and thinki ng . It was Emerson who lent Henry a copy of the 
11 Bhagavad-Gita 11 , a book whose influenc e on the latter's life 
h as been a ttested in an earlier chapter . Eme rson's essay on 
11 Nature 11 was the founda tion o f t his y oung er di s ciple's phi- --
los,oplq of life. It was a t Emerso n 's house t h a t the Tran scen-
denta l Circle met often. 11 The America n Scholar 11 h a d cha lleng-
ed P~erican prov i ncia lism, a theme which wa s t o become so 
integra l and important a part of Thoreau's system of philoso-
phy. The importance of this friendship cann ot b e over estima-
ted. 
It was during the years 1841-1843, at which time Henry 
David was living in the home of the Emerson's in Concord, 
tha t he was closely associated w.ith Lidian Emerson. ·we know 
from Lidian's letters to Emerson that she was very fond of 
Henry, tha t she liked having him around the h ouse. Lit t le 
Waldo Emerson's death in 1842 and John Thoreau's in t h e same 
month and year proba bly brought Henry and Lidian ~ore closely 
together. Too, she was the sister of h~s. Lucy Jackson Brown, 
whom Thoreau had f ound so sympathetic fi v e yea rs earlier. 
67. 
Vi hen Henr y David leaves the Eme r s on's in 1843, to go to 
Staten Island as tutor to Mr. William Emerson's son, Lidian 
is the first one outside his f ami l y to whom he writes. Th e 
tone of the fi r st letter is of highest respect. A month later 
a letter to her is highly emotiona l caused by a letter he had 
just received from her. He tells her he is almost afraid to 
look a t h er letter, tha t it is such a noble and trustful an~ 
swer to him, tha t the thought of her will be a new motive to 
him for right action. Idealizing - as always! Lidian was 
apparently more emotional than h er s iste r Lucy. La ter, in 
1848, when Emerson is in Eng l and, Thoreau writes tha t he a nd 
Lidia~ ma ke good houseke epers, that she is a very dear sister 
38 
to him, that she is unable to write. After 1848, there is 
no further mention of h er in the published letters. It is 
Mr. Canby's theory that their rela tionship reached a climax 
almost ten years later (in 1857); that it is Lidian who is the 
unnamed friend of the Journal in the fifties, who is cold 
and disappointing , a nd who will not mee t with his heart as 
39 
well as his mind. 
The following passage in the Journal for February 8, 1857, 
reveals a grea t deal of Thoreau and his experience a t this 
time. To whom the passage refers cannot be known with cer-
t a inty. Most critics have assumed he was referring t,o Emerson, 
38. "The Writings" · (Wal. Ed.) Vol. Vl, 138 
39. Canby, op.cit., p. 163 
68. 
as their friendship cooled for awhile in this year. Canby 
believes the passage refers to Lidian. 
"And now another friendship is ended.----I do 
not know wha t has made my friend doubt me, but I 
know that in love there is no mistake, and tha t 
every estrangement is well founded. ----My life is 
like a stream that is suddenly da1nmed and has no 
outlet. ----I am perfectly sad at parting from you. 
I could better have the earth taken away from under 
my feet, than the thought of you from my mind." 40 
On the 19th, he records: 
"A man cannot be s a id to Slfcceed in this J_ife who 
does not satisfy one friend. 41 
On the 23rd, 
"With respect to Friendship I feel like a wreck 
that is driving before the gale, with a crew suffer-
ing from hunger and thirst, not knowing what shore, 
if any, they may reach, so long have I breasted the 
conflicting waves of this sentiment, my seams open, 
my timber s laid bare. ---At most I hope to make a 
sort of raft of friendship, on which with a few of 
our treasures, we may float to some firm land. 
If the heart aches, what then? Shall we pluck it out? 11 42 
Since his Journal is not a diary of names it cannot be 
stated with cer tainty that the above passages refer to Lidian 
Emerson, if to any woman. Consequently they cannot be quot-
ed as pr;eof of "h is passionate nature" to which Canby refers. 
The words record, nevertheless, some poignant experience that 
borders on the emotional. This "fascinating torment" of 
friendship of which Sanborn speaks was re curring again. To 
40~ "The Vfritings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Journal Vol. lX, 249 
41~ Ibid., p. 272 
42. Ibid., pp. 276,277,278 
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deny that Thoreau hqd experienced some deep personal grief 
when he wrote the above passag es would be to i gnore the mean-
ing which is unquestionably contained in the words. As fond 
a s Thoreau was of transcendentalizing and generalizing his 
emotions, the grief here is not sublimated. But wheth er the 
passag e s refer to love or friendship for a woman is beyonq 
anyone's knowing. 
In November 1847, Thoreau writes to Emerson in England: 
"I have had a tragic correspondence, for the 
most part all on one side, with Miss • She 
did really wish to - I hesitate to write - marry 
me. That is the way they spell it. Of course, I 
did not write a deliberate a n swer. How could I 
deliberate upon it? I sent back as dis,tinct a 11 no 11 
as I have learned to pronounce after considerable 
practice, and I trust that this "no" has succeeded. 
------There was no other way. I really had anti-
cipated no such foe as this in my career." 43 
The young lady in question must have been known to Mr. 
Emerson, else Thoreau would not be writing him about such a 
personal matter. As poss·ible candidates to fill the blank 
in this letter Mr. Canby offers Sophia Foord and Margaret 
Fuller. Furthermore, in the Ward Correspondence is a letter 
4 4 
from Thoreau's Aunt Maria in which she tells of hearing a 
nridiculous story" about Miss F committin g, or going to 
commit, suicide on account of Henry. Three years after this 
letter, Th oreau writes in his Journal a passage totally dis-
43. nThe Writings". (Wal. 
138,139 
44. Ward Correspohdertce. 
in Canby, op.cit., p. 
Ed.) Familiar Letters. Vol. Vl, 
Dated Feb. 28, 1849. Quoted 
258 
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connected with the r e st of the notations for that day: 
"He aring that one with whom I wa s acquainted had 
committed suicide, I said I did not know when I had 
planted the seed of that fact tha t I should hear of 
it. 11 45 
Annie Marble s peaks of two women who were willing, even 
46 
anxious, to marry Thoreau. 
It is generally believed that in the passage fran the 
essay on Friendship beginning "I know a woman who possesses 
a restless and intelligent mind----- 11 Thoreau was referring 
to Margaret Fuller. He goes on to say t.hat his acquaintance 
with her does not attain to that degree of confidence and 
sentiment vvhich women covet. Mr. Canby believes t hat Margaret 
Fuller, this strong-minded apostle of Concord culture, was 
capable of such an assault on . Wa.lden,- both of the proposal 
and the attempt at suicide. 
47 
"But the probabilities favor Sophia Foard." 
Miss Foard was a teacher of the Emerson and Alcott child-
ren in 1846 and part of 1847 ( the year of the "tragic corres-
pondence 11 ). At this time she was about for:l;iy-three tyears 
old, fifteen years older than Thoreau. During the latter 
part of 1846, Miss Foard was living in the Emerson home and 
no doubt saw Thoreau often, even though he was living at 
45~ "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) · Journal Vol. lV, 280 
46~ Marble, Annie Russell, op.cit. p. 218 
47. Canby, op. cit., p. 268 
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Yvalden at the time. 'Nhether she could . be the one who c0mmi tt-
ed suicide is not known; .Margaret Fuller could be the one 
who threatened suicide but she met her death in a ship wreck 
in July, 1850 . ( · a ·month before Thoreau recorded the 11 sui-
. . ' 
cide passage 11 in his Journal. 
The .. case concerning Lidian Emerson, Sophia Foord, Mar-
gB.ret Fuller (_ or some other Miss F __ _ who threa tened to 
co~nit suicide over Thoreau) Mr . Canby offers i n support of 
his theory that part ,of Henry David's dual nature was 11 posi-
48 
tive and passionate to yearning 11 • vVithout any theorizing, 
the facts seem to point unquestionably to an emotional side 
of his nature never before taken account of. ~~oever the 
ladies in question were, fro m this new light on Thoreau one 
can know tha t his philosophy of friendship and love was not 
ethereal. He is no longer the hermit so often pictured at 
odds, and even·, out of touch, with his fellows. But the emo-
tional intensity and passionate yearning which Canby reads 
into the Journal and letters is more theory than should be 
permitted a biographer. 
Thoreau's ·experiences i n either friendship or love led 
him to this realization which he expresses in the Journal in 
1851: 
48. Ante, p. 60 
4~. "'l'ne ViJ rJ.tlngs " {Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 11, 185 
50. "The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. Xl, 282 
51. Ibid., Vol. 111, 400 
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THOREAU' S RELIGION 
Moncure D. Conway says he remembers that Emers on one even-
ing took him to see Thoreau, who asked him what he was study-
ing at Divinity College. When C9nway answered, 11 The Scrip-
ture s 11 , Thoreau asked, "Which?'' Emerson, seeing that Conway 
was a little puzzled, said, 
1 
11 I fear you will find our Thoreau a sad Pagan." 
Pagan Thoreau may h ave be en , but perhaps "serious Pagan" would 
have been nearer a true characterization of him. Be cause 
his spiritual life stood unrelated ~o conventional name a nd 
observances, it ha s been declared by many as deficient in 
soundness. Did not Emerson tell us he never went to church 
and never joined one? Do we not have Thoreau's own a ccount 
of his flefusal to contribute to the chur.ch? An analysis of 
Thoreau's beliefs concerning Gnd, {}hr•istiani ty, na ture, and 
immortality will clarify this aspect of his phi losophy. 
As early as his Harvard years Thoreau states his a tti-
tude toward God: 
2 
"The Deity would be reverenced, not feared. 11 
1. Conway, Moncure Daniel. "Autobiography." Houghton 
Mifflin and Company. Riverside Press, Cambridge , 
Mass. Vol. 1, 140,141 
2. Fro!fl the orig inal manuscript in Harvard Library of 
an essay dated I\llarch 31 (no year given) w:ti,fc::fi.; 
was written while he was a student a t Harvard (1833-1837 
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Thoreau's conception of God was akin to the Brahminical belief 
that God was the Crea tor of the world, from which the All de-
rives its life. In the "Veda" and the 11 Bhagavad-Gita" is the 
belief that God is one with Na ture and that a true conception 
of Nature is equivalent to seeing God. Krishna, the Deity of 
the "Bhagavad-Gita", states, 
"The lore of all the lea rned, the seed 
of all which springs 
Living or lifeless, still or stirred, 
Vma tever beings be 
None of them is in all the worlds, 
but it exists by met" 3 
This Hindu conception of God a s i mmanent in all things and 
as identica l with the Universe 1-s seen in Thoreau: 
"The common man will speak with reverence of the 
heavens, but the seer will speak of the earths' and 
his father who is in them. '1 4 
More s pecifically does he sta te the Oneness of God and Nature 
in, 
11 These motions everywhere in Nature must surely be 
t he circulation of God. 11 5 
Once Thoreau said his profession was to find God in 
Nature. Canby asserts tha t it is not too much to say that 
two books made Thoreau: the 11 Bhagavad-Gitan and Emerson's 
6 
"Natur e". Neither, however, did he imitate in his philosophy 
3 . "The Song Celestial 11 or 11 Bhagava.d-Gita 11 • Tr. by Edwin 
Arnold. Boston, Roberts Brothers, 1885. p. 102 
4. "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. 1, 504 
5. Ibid., Vol. Vlll, ' 52 
6. Canby, op.cit., p. 97 
II 
own nalJure ana. lnst:;lnCGlve lJO n1s own oeJ.1eJ:s. Tnere was 1n 
his nature, he tells us, a singular yearning toward all wild-
ness. 
To Thoreau the Eternal Unspeakable One was never the 
bungler. Man's surrender to the dictates of the One, the All 
Powerful in Nature was his philosophy. In the early Journal 
is a passage which Thoreau later used in 11 The Service", his 
first published writing: 
"If we are not blind we shall see how a right 
hand is stretched over all, as we ll the unlucl~ as 
lucky, and t hat the ordering souL:.is only right-
handed, distributing with one palm all our fates. 11 7 
Thus Thoreau justifies the ways of God to man. He would 
let the beautiful, the higher laws prevail and would not weary 
8 
himself by resisting them. 
The constant and universal discontent in man reminded 
Thoreau of the contrast of the contentment of animals. rfhis 
he attributed to man 1 s bungling of God 1 s ways while the animal 
rested quietly in God's palm. 
"I must receive my life as passively as the willow 
leaf that flutters over the brook. I must not be 
for myself but for God's work, and that is always 
good. I will wait the breezes patiently and grow 
as they determine. My fate cannot but be grand so.---
This constant and universal content of the animal 
7. " The Yvritings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 100 · 
From "The Service" in "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) 
Vol. X, 9 
8. Aunt Louisa asked him, when he was on his death bed, 
if he had made his peace with God. He answered tha t 
he and God had never quarrelled. 
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comes of resting quietly in God's palm.n 9 
So litude was more conducive to perceiving God for Thoreau 
than a group of busy bodies in a church. While others w·ere 
gathering in the church on Sunday morning Henry David might 
be seen walking towards the woods . Like Confucius Thoreau 
believed the wise man busied himself not with worldly matters. 
Neither is it necessary for Tho r·eau to speak or to hear any-
one speak in order to commune with ~be highest truth. This is 
his doctrine: 
"A§ the truest society approaches always nearer 
to solitude, so the most excellent speech falls into 
silence. ----Silence is when we he.ar inwardly, sound 
when we hear outwardly. Vfuo has not heard her in-
finite dint She is Truth's speaking trumpet, for 
through her all revelations have be en made. " 10 
Nature was Thoreau's room all to himself. To him there 
were two worlds - the post office and nature. In a flutter-
11 
ing leaf "one may hear all your Christianity preached11 • He 
wanted to at tend all the oratorios and the operas i n nature. 
Of all the gods of New England and of ancient Greece it was 
Pan at vvhose shrine he was most constant. 
To the clas s secretary a t Harvard Thoreau wrote this 
confession which shows his early devotion to nature: 
"Though bodily I have been a member of Harvard 
University, heart and sru.l I have been far away 
9. 11 The ·writings" (Riv. Ed.) Familia.r Letters, p. 213 
10 ~ "The Writings" (Riv. Ed~) Vol. 1, 515,516 
11. "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Familia r Letters, p. 42 
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among the scenes of my boyhood. ----Inunured 
within the dark but classic walls of a Stoughton 
or a Hollis, my spirit yearned for the sympath~ 
of my old and almost forgotten friend, Nature . 1 12 
1fv'hen Thoreau went to live on Staten Island in 1843 , Wall 
Street and all of crowded New York were a sorry picture to 
him who had been accustomed to roaming in the woods of Con-
cord. He writes back home, 
11 It will be a long time before I can make 
Nature look as innocently gra nd and inspiring as 
in Concord. 11 13 
In the Journal is his definitive philosophy of Nature: 
11 I love nature partly becaus e she is not man but 
a retreat for him. None of his institutions control 
or pervade her. Here a dif ferent kind of right 
prevails~ In her nddst I can be glad with an entire 
gladness. If this world were all men I could not 
stretch myself. I should lose all hope. He is 
constra.int; she is freed<Iml to me. He makes me wish 
for another world; she makes me content with t h is. 
------t~at he touches he taints. -----Pile up y our 
books, the records of sadness, your saws and your 
laws, Nature is glad outside, and her many worms 
within will erelong topple them do~n. -----Natune 
is a prairie for outlaws ----------. 11 14 
Thoreau chose to spend h a lf of e a ch day walking through 
the woods and fields. He and Emerson believed that "a day 
was not who lly profa ne in which we have given heed to some 
15 
n a tura l object". 
Yet to Thoreau the p erception of the true meaning in 
12. "Pertaining to Thoreaun. Ed. S.A. Jones. Detroit, 
Edwin B. Hill, 1901. p. 164 
13. "The Vfritings" (Riv~ Ed.) Familiar Letters, p. 83 
14~ 11 The Writings" (Wal. Ed .) Journal, Vol. lV, 445 
15. Emerson , Ralph Waldo. 11E ssays 11 • Second Ser ies. 
Hought on Mif f lin and Company. Boston and New fork, 
1883 and 1903. Vol. 111, p. 172 
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nature, aside from a mere accumulation of facts about her, was 
indispensable to a correct study of her. He speaks of natural-
ists whose only purpose is to gather facts about nature: 
"------mere collectors of materials for• the 
master workmen are like those plants growing in 
dark forests, which 'put forth only leaves in-
stead of blossoms." 16 
Apparently Thore au did not want his writings to be mere bo-
tanical indexes. He is constantly disparaging scientists 
and scientific or botanical writings. In some unrelated pages 
of his unpublished manuscripts is this sentence: 
When I look into a (?) botany for a plant I 
commonly find no account of it but mere dry ---
---(?) words vnthout color or flavor. ----and 
I wonder why the botanist eou1d not have told 
us ·wha t it s a id to him, if indeed he ever saw 
it." 17 
Channing it wns who first called him the 11 poet-natural-
ist". A scientest, perhaps, would say Thoreau never began 
the study of scientific natura lists. It is evident t hat 
Thoreau was far more concerned with the philosophical value 
of things and the relations of Nature to life than he was 
with cataloguing Nature. He looked through Nature instead of 
at her. 
"Man cannot afford to be a naturalist, to look 
at Nature direct+y but only with the side of the eye. 
He must look t:b..rough and beyond her. •ro look at her 
16• "!J:lhe ~~ritings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal Vol. 1, 18 
17. In a heterogeneous mass of manuscripts classified 
under 11 Autumnal Mists 11 in Harvard Library. 
industriously mould our bodies to be fit com-
panions of the soul, - assist t h em to grow up 
like trees ------. 11 21 
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Edward Waldo Eme1,s on reports Thoreau a s saying that 
when he is dead, one will find swamp oak written on his heart. 
A remembrance of pine woods makes him want to come to nature 
a s a hungry man to a crust of bread. The vividness of this 
simile is rivaled in the pantheistic English poets who also 
hungered after Nature and loved the birds and fl~v ers. Tho-
reau's intercourse with Nature wa s some thing of Wordsworth's 
reau. 
11
-----sense sublime 
Of something far more dee ply interf used 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean and the living air 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man; --- 11 
Animals, too, were messengers of the Jol1os t High to Tho-
11 The calling of a crow, echoing from the 
woodside, prompts; -----I am part of one gr ea t 
crea ture with him." 22 
Thoreau spoke of the shad and striped bream at Walden a s his 
contemporaries and neighbors, the acquaintance with which 
his life is made richer and more beautiful. 
Few more searching sermons ha ve been preached concerning 
religion and its practice than the one which was composed on 
that Sunday when Henry David and John's boat floated down 
the Concord River. It is the intolerance of Christianity tha t 
21~ "The vv ritings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 176 
22. "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Winter, Vol. Vlll, p. 164 
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leads Thoreau to say that it is not necessary to be Christian 
to appreciate the beauty and significance of the life of 
Christ. The fact that he names Christ beside his Buddha does 
not mean that Christians may not love their Christ more t han 
he his Buddha. " -----for the love is the main thing, and I 
23 
like him too." Doctrines to Thoreau were as rafters against 
the Heavens which shut out his view of the Universe. 
"The wisest man preaches no doctrines; he has 
no scheme. 11 24 
commonly whe n Thoreau wished to talk with his friends on 
religion he found their doctrines or schemes of creation form-
ed a barrier between them: 
11 Your scheme must be the framework of the uni-
verse; all other schemes will soon be ruins. The per-
fect God in his revelation of himself has never got 
to the length of one such proposition as you, his 
prophets, state. ----Can you put mysteries into words? 
Do you presume to fable the ineffable? -----Yet 'Ne 
have a sort of family history of our God, - so have 
the Tahitians of theirs.---------" 25 
But as much as 1boreau objects to the prophets of Christ-
ianity, he realizes it would be folly to be prejudiced against 
the Life of Christ because the book has been edited by Christ-
ians. The minister who reproved Henry David for walking to-
wards the mountains on Sunday instead of to the church really 
thought _that a god was at work to trip up those men who follow-
23 ~ "The Writings" (Wal. Ed .) Val . 1, 68 
24~ Ibid.~ p; 70 
25 . Ibid., p: 71 
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ed any secular work on the sabba th. Such an idea wa s a 
foolish supersti tiol'l' ~n to Thoreau. Because of this bigotry 
and superst i. tfuoiL ;: . the chnnch to Thoreau was the ugliest 
building in a village; it was the one in which human nature 
stoops the lowest and is most disgra ced. He cannot speak 
strongly enough against the church: 
"Certainly, such temples as these shall ere 
long ceas e t o deftn)rm t he landscape." 26 
Thoreau confesses tha t the reading he loves and knovvs best 
is tha t of the Hindus, Chinese, and Persj_ans. He felt that 
Christ directed his thoughts too often toward another world 
and not enough towar ds this one. 
"Yet he taught mankind but imperfectly how to 
live." 27 
Thoreau was more concerned with his living now t h an in the 
future. For on this earth we have a sort of liwing to get, 
and must somehow buffet it out , he realized. He felt t h e 
New Testament trea ted with man's spiritual affairs too ex-
elusively and was too constantly moral and personal. To 
Thoreau 11 Do unto others as you would have t hem do unto you11 
was by no means a golden rule but the best of current silver, 
a rule, however , tha t the honest man would have little 
occasion for. 
26 ~ 11 The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 77 
27. Ibid., p. 74 
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Thoreau believes the New Testament has never really been 
read or he a rd from a pul pit. If people ever really heard 
"Se ek y e first · the kingdom of God -----11 and "For what is 
a man profited, if he gain the whole world, and lose his o~vn 
soul?" there would not be left one stone upon another in the 
meeting house. There is no book that has so few readers as 
the New Testament, he contends. The i dea of a priest i n cul-
cating morality is not pleasing to 1horea u. Indeed, to him, 
the r e is no infidelity so great as that which prays and keeps 
the Sabbath and rebuilds the churches. 
"The sealer of the South Pacific preaches a 
truer doctrine." 28 
Thoreau's faith was deeper than something tha t could be con-
tained in a creed. It is not hard for him to see and to admit 
that the church is as full of quackery as the hospitals. He 
observed that Christians showed the whites of their eyes on 
29 
the sabbath and the black all the rest of the week. 
than 
" Christianity only hopes. It has hung its harp 
on the willows, and cannot sing a song in a stra nge 
land. It has dreamed a sad dream, and does not yet 
welcome the morning ·with joy." 30 
Thoreau never formula ted a complete eschatoJogy any more 
he formu+ated any other phase of his philosophy. Immor-
tality never was his study; how to use his immediate lJ-fe was 
28. "The Writings" (VVal. Ed~) Vol. 1, 77 
29. 11 The Writings 11 (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 210,211 
30. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Vol. 1, 18 
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his concern. Thoreau's ans we r to a friend who questioned him 
in his last illness about the next world was, 
"One world at a time 11 • 31 
It is Mr. Raymond Adruns's theory that this Concord Radi-
cal assumed an unconcern towards i mmortality but he actually 
32 
wondered and puzzled long over the subject. It is true that 
we have record of his frequent musings and questionings on 
this subject, but it so happens that lit t le of this pa rt of 
his thinking got into anything but his Journal or some un-
pub lished papers. 
As early as his colleg e days Thoreau was thinking and 
writing on t h e subject of an af t er life. In a Harvard essay 
he questions, 
11 Shall : he who is acknowledged while on 
earth to hav e a soul for the s ub lime and beauti -
ful in nature, hereafter, wh en he s hall be al l 
soul, lose t he divine privilege? 11 33 
He continues to muse and wonder on the subject: 
11 
-----Can anything be conceived more sublime than 
that second birth, the resurrection? It is a sub-
ject which we a pproach with a kind of reverential 
31. Sanborn, F. B. 11 Th e Personality of Thoreau". Boston, 
Charles E. Goodspeed. 1901, p. 69 
32. Adams, Raymond W. 11 Thoreau a nd I mmortality". Re-
printed from ''Studies in Philologyn, XXVl, 1, Jan. 
1929. pp. 58-66 
33. From the original manuscript in Widener Library a t 
Harvard University, op.cit., Note 2, Chap. Five. 
F.B. Sanborn published t h is essay in his 1917 biog-
r aphy but ch anged it considerab ly. This is one 
instance where t h e gros s inaccuracy of Mr . Sanborn 's 
material on Thoreau c a n be proved. 
uuca..l· u.uJ.. ;y c>. uu Ln e gua ..LlKe we mor-ca.ls experience. 
It depends for the peculia r strength, with which 
it t akes hold on, and occup i e s the mind, up on a 
pr i nciple vvh ich lies c:. t t h e found 3. tion of t ha t 
worship, which we pay to the Creator h :i.mself. And 
is not fear the foundatio n of wh ~;. t wor ship? is 
fear t he ruling principle of our relig ion? Is it 
not rather t h e mother of superstition. Yes, t hat 
principle which prompts us to pay an i nvoluntary 
homage to the infinite, t he incomprehensible, the 
sublime, forms the very basis of religion. It is 
a principle implanted i n us by our Maker , a part 
of our very selves, we cannot eradica te it, we 
cannot resist it, but the infinite, the sublime, 
seize upon the soul and disarm it." 35 
Here in these two excerpts are the i nnermost thoughts of 
36 
Emerson's "sad Pagann. 
In the spring of Thoreau's death he ts reported to h ave 
said to Edraund Hosmer, 
34. Manuscript of Harvard essay, op.cit. Note 2, Chap-
ter Five 
35. Ibid. 
36. Ante , p . 74 
"Yes, this is a beautiful world but I shall see 
a fairer." 37 
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It was his belief t ha t we have far more univer sal and convinc -
ing evidence of the next world than Columbus had of this. 
Once while he was on Ca pe Cod, he saw some bodies cast upon 
t h e shore by a shipwreck. But the bodies lost at sea he felt 
sure were "cast upon some shore yet farther West, toward 
38 
which we are all tending and which we shall reach at l a st". 
Thoreau draws no distinct line of demarcation between the 
present and the eternal; the two merge and become one. ~ne 
body and soul do not cease to ex ist after death but rise to 
a higher and more perfect articulation with the world of 
nature. Two observations he makes after John's death a re re-
vealing. In a letter to Mrs. Lucy Jackson Brovm two months 
after John's death he is still so grieved and ~wed and puzzled 
tha t he says, 
11 What right have I to grieve who have not ceased 
to wonder." 39 
Later he observes, 
11 I do not wish to see Joh n ever again -----I 
mean him who is dead, - but tha t other -----of 
whom he was the imperfect representative." 40 
He sounds a final note here: 
"The future wil l no doubt be a more natural 
37. Ad~ms, op. cit., p . 58 
38. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed .) Vol. l V, 12,13 
39. "T11e 1Nriting s 11 (Riv. Ed.) Familiar Letters, p. 47 
40. "The Writings 11 (Wal. Ed.) Vol. Vl, p. 42 
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life than this. -----"vVe shall pure ly use the earth 
and not abuse it. -----We live in the midst of all 
the beauty and grandeur tha t was ever described 
or conceived. We have hardly entered the ves-
tibule of nature. 11 41 
In a letter to Emerson Thoreau expresses an idea that 
approa ches Plato's conception of previous existence: 
"Hawthorne, too, I remember as one with whom 
I sauntered, in old heroic times, along the 
banks of the Scamander. 11 42 
He says the s ame in this passage written seven years later: 
"I lived in Judea eighteen hundred years ago, 
but I never lmew there was such a one as Chris t 
among my contemporaries. 11 -43 
A cryptic passage is this in the Journal: 
"Shall I turn my spring to summer? May I not 
sacrifice a hasty and petty completeness here to 
entireness there? If my curve is large, why bend 
it to a smaller circle. --:---I am enamoured of 
the blue-eyed arch of heaven. 11 44 
The r e are several instances of his musings on transmigra-
tion. In this again he is akin to t he Hindu: 
11 This indefinite restlessness and fluttering 
on the perch do, no doubt, prophecy the final 
mi gr a tion of souls out of nature to a serener 
summer." 45 
Once when looking into a spring pool teeming with life of 
of i nsect metamorphosis he thought, 
41. 
42. 
43~ 
44: 
45. 
"Yes, I feel positive beyond a doubt, I must 
From a manuscript dated Aug. 26, 1843. (He died in 
1862). The manuscript is ovmed by Mr. George s . 
Hellman . This excerpt is quoted in Adruns, op.cit, 
"The 11i!ritings" (Wa l. Ed.) Vol. Vl, 93 
Ibid; ; ~ p. J. l79 . . 
Ibid., ¥ol. Vll1, 316,317 
Ibid., Vol . V11, 176 
65. 
this, 
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pass through all these conditions, one day or 
another; I must go the whole round of lif e, and come 
full circle." 46 
Still a more pertinent statement of transrdgra tion is 
11 l\"'0 thinks the hawk that soars s o loftily and 
circles so steadily and a pparently vvi t hout effort, 
has earned this power by f a ithfully creeping on 
the ground as a reptile in a former state of 
existence." 47 
So the course of the soul, as Thoreau conceived it, was 
up from the reptile to the bird, from bird to man, f r om man 
who is in perfect ha rmony with the Universe out into natu1'e 
and eternity. 
46. "The Writing s 11 ( Wal. EQ.. ) Vol. lV, 13 
47. Ibid., Vol. lX , 108 
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human will to discover if it c ould accomplish wha t it h a d 
set out to perform. He -e xa mined t h e powers of the minority 
of on e a n d found them considerable. As a philosopher Thoreau 
was no system builder; but he lea rned how to live a lif e, 
- a thing rarely accomplished today. 
Readers of Thor ea u should fr ee thems e lve s of the idea 
that Thoreau recommended any such a bsurdity that all men go 
to live in Wa lden shan ties. Waldens are found in the human 
hea rt, not i n a ny particular s pot of g round. But most men 
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can better afford to be independent in thought rather than 
in action. In being in the latt~r group Thoreau is unique. 
He solved some of the problems of life not on ly theoritica lly 
but practically. His doctrine of the simple life is no mo r e 
than the doctrine of efficiency a ppl i ed to the production of 
happiness instead of to wealth. It is proba bly true tha t 
few of us today could use our leisure as well as he did because 
we are less dependent upon ourselves intellectually and spirit-
ually. 
vVhat is it in the philosophy of a man that can prompt a 
twentieth century foreign newspaper correspondent to say, 
"Mine has been an intensely crowded, breathless, 
and fascinating life ----but I often wish I could 
find the peace of \lifalden. ----I have clung to the 
philosophy of Thoreau which still gives me mental 
comfort, although I realize it is impractical a s 
a rule of life. That makes no difference; all 
that matters is that I have faith and draw sere-
nity from it. 11 L 
What is it in Thoreau's life to make a profound agnostic like 
Theodore Dreiser respond to his teachings? ~ba t is it in 
Thoreau's philosophy that makes him spiritually akin to men 
today whose living is so far from the principles Thoreau 
championed, men such as Brooks Atkins on , Stuart Sherman, 
Vvilliam Lyon Phelps, lVIark Van Doren? 
I would say the answer lies in Thoreau's genius for ex-
1. Miller, Webb, " I Found No Peace". gimon and Schuster, 
New York, 1936. p. Xll; p. 325 
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ploring the individual mind and finding there essential answers 
to the problem of living. 
"Beauty," he says, "is neith er in Rome nor in 
Athens, but wherever there is a soul to admire. 
If I se~k her elsewhere because I do not find her 
at home, my search will prove a fruitless one." 2 
It was Thoreau's firm belief that when a man separates from 
the multitude, his solitary path will turn out the higher of 
the two. 
Thoreau's strong sense of the spirit of place had some-
thing to do with the efficaciousness of his philosophy. Th e 
fact that he returned a book on Arctic exp l oration with the 
comment that most of the phenomena recorded therein might be 
observed in Con cord . represents more than mere provincia lism. 
It represents wisdom, for he had set h i mself as observer and 
recorder of the universe. He had "traveled a good deal in 
3 
Concord". There were infinite riches in the space he lived 
in bec a use he sought them. This u~~vering faith in and 
reliance on himself is no less important in 1940 as it was in 
1845. Ind~viduality of judgment lies at the very root of his 
~hilosophy. He can offer us a standing ground below the sur-
iface, a basis not to be washed a vvay. 
It is as if Thoreau foresaw the giant monster Industrial-
ism advancing vnen he adhered so closely to his belief that 
2. "The Writings" (Wal. Ed.) Journal, Vol. 1, 26 
3. 11 The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. 11, 9 
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one must live simply and fundamentally to attain happiness 
within. Too, it would seem as if he anticipa te d the Babbi tts 
of the twentieth century. 
"There is no more fatal blunderer than he who 
consumes the greater part of his life getting his 
living. 11 4 
As America has provided the scene for the most damning in-
dustrial competition in the world, so has she provided a sav-
ing philosopher. It is Henry David Thoreau. In studying 
his philosophy of living one has a feeling that Western 
civilj_zation m13:y have taken the wrong path and may yet turn 
back. Even the French translator of Thoreau introduced him 
to the French people with a preforatory avowal that he had 
found in this Concord man "a guide Who might help the be-
. 5 
wildered modern world out of its confusion~ . 
Of course there are those who will say that Thoreau was 
a skulker, a troglodyte, an abnormal and suppress e d individual 
who was not really happy and who had no love for normal human 
compa nionship. These .are indictments of the uninformed. The 
result today of our material possessions, our mechanical, time-
saving devices is a civilization c old to the real desires 
innermost in the hearts of the individual. Pride, self-impor-
tance have snuffed out the last _spark of individualism today. 
4. "The Writings" (Riv. Ed.) Vol. X, 260,261 · 
5. Baza1gette, Leon, "Henry Thoreau. __ .Sauvage". Paris. 
F. Rieder et Cie, 1914. Tr. Van VV yck Brooks, 11 Henry 
Thoreau. Bachelor of Nature" New York, ·Harcourt, 
Brace and Compa n y . London, Jonathan Cape, 1924. 
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ABSTRACT 
An interpretation of Thoreau's philosophy would quite 
naturally begin with a study of the influences which were 
prominent in the formative years of his thinking. Sin ce the 
readings of the Orientals- chiefly the "Bhagavad-Gita 11 , " The 
Laws of Ivie nu 11 , "The Veda", and portions of Confucius -had 
such profound effect upon each of the two books published in 
his lifetime, as we ll as the f ourteen or so volumes of his 
Journals, comprisin g every thing he put down on paper - it has 
seemed proper to begin this thesis with a study of the 
Oriental influences. Thoreau began the readings of the Hindu 
literature shortly after his graduation fro~l Harvard, when he 
was twenty yea rs old. He repeatedly refers to these sacred 
works in all of his writings. In the first chapter of this 
study of Thoreau an attempt h as been made to discover 
similarities between his philosophy and that of the Orientals 
whom he read so faithfully. In this correlation various 
phases of his philosophy have been considered - his attitude 
toward duty, solitude, nature, philanthropy, asceticism, 
freedom of the individual. 
Since a possible model for the f amous nhorse and houndn 
enigma has been found in Confucius's writings, a discussion 
of this passage is included in the chapter or Orientalism. 
The fact that a mode rn Oriental - Mahatma Ghandi - has 
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utilized some of Thoreau's doctrines, admitting his ind ebt-
e dness especially to "Civil Disobe d ience", is significant. 
Hence, a discussion of this subject is in the Oriental 
chapter. 
Thoreau was a s e lf-confessed Transcendenta list. He 
wa s too close a follo·wer of Emerson not to incorporate in 
his philosophy the principles of the America n Scho o l of 
Tra nscendentalism. He was not interested, however, in for-
mulating any system of Transcenden ta l ism, as was Emerson, but 
his thinking was influenced a great de a l by that sch ool of 
philosoph y so active in Concord in 1845. It is impossible 
to study Thoreau a nd extract Transcenden talism. A knowledge 
of the America n version of Tr a nscenden talism is based on the 
understanding of its forerunner - Germa n Romanticism. Renee 
a brief c onsideration of the chie f exponents of Ge rman Roman-
ticism - Kant, the Schlegels, Navalis, Schleiermacher, F ichte, 
Jacobi - h a s been rmde i n Cha pter Two. Following this is a 
discus s ion showing the relation of bits of 1fuoreau's philo-
sophy to German Romanticism and American Tra nscendentalism. 
Thoreau is the prophet of the new fre edom which Ameri-
cans in 1845 were just beginn i n g to experience. An at t empt 
has b e en made in Cha pter Three to analyse Thoreau's various 
writings on freedom: his Harva rd Corrrrne ncement Address; his 
two greatest negatives, "Civil Disob e d ien ce" and 11 Life With-
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out Principle 11 n; "A Plea for Captain John Brown"; excerpts 
from nwalden", et cetera. 
The Chapter on F'riendship and Love c ould not have been 
written with such a full understanding of some periods in 
Thoreau's life without the aid of Mr. Canby 's recent erudite 
biography. His research has put some new light on this facet 
of 'l'horeau' s personality. No longer can Thor'eau be dismissed 
as a hermit, at odds with his fellowman, or a s an abnormal 
person cold to human friendships and love. 
A casual reader of the facts of Thoreau's life might 
conclude he had no religion • . But n o unbiased person who 
.knows Thoreau - if only through h is most familiar writings, 
"The Week" and 11 Walden 1' , can deny the profundity of his sea:rch-
ings for God in Nature; his numerous corrrrnents concerning his 
belief in an after life cannot be ignored. It is true his 
religion as far a s practice was concerned was not the or-
thordox religion of 1845 Concord. Indeed, Christianity on 
the whole seemed to him to have hung its heart upon t h e 
willows; it seemed unable to sing its song in a strange land. 
A nearer approach to God, as far as Thoreau was concerned, 
was accomplished in the Hindu sacred writings. Thoreau 
ob jected to the rnanyr disciples · of Christianity who showed 
the white of their eyes on Sunday and the black all the 
rest of the week. As he observed it, infidelity, not 
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Christianity, prayed and kept the Sabbath and rebuilt the 
churches. It is not strange , then, to find i n so good-natured 
a book as "The Week" Thoreau's trenchant essay on -Christianity. 
In a final Chapter this phase of his t h inking has bee n con-
sidered, for to see the full stature of Thoreau, one must 
study and understand his philosophy in its relation to re-
lig ion. 
========~============================================~~=======~=~=============! 
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